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University of Nebraska, 2007 
Advisor:  Beth Doll 
Parental involvement in schooling is critical for children’s academic success.  
Despite its importance, parental involvement appears to be discouragingly low.  
Attribution theory may provide an explanation for perceived limited parental 
participation in specific activities to support their children's schooling and for strained 
parent/teacher relations.  This study identified and compared the causal attributions made 
by teachers and parents for a hypothetical situation in which a parent was not sufficiently 
involved in their elementary aged child’s schooling.  In addition, differences in 
attributions based on the education level of the parent were examined.  Participants for 
the study were 80 regular education teachers in eight public elementary schools and 80 
parents or guardians of children in the same eight elementary schools.  Parents and 
teachers completed questionnaires containing vignettes about a mother of a third-grade 
child, Jamie, who was having difficulty in mathematics and provided probable reasons 
for why the mother did not perform specific parental involvement activities.  Responses 
were coded as internal or external causal attributions.  An analysis of variance was 
conducted to examine the effect of respondent type (teacher or parent) and the vignette 
parent’s education level, lower or higher, on the proportion of internal attributions.  
Results showed that parents and teachers identified a higher proportion of internal 
attributions than external attributions.  Eight categories identified an internal locus of 
causality while seven categories identified an external locus of causality.  A significant 
interaction was found.  Participants in the parent-lower-education vignette condition were 
more likely to identify a higher proportion of internal attributions than were participants 
in the parent-higher-education vignette condition.    
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CHAPTER I 
 
IMPORTANCE 
There are many different ways that parents can be involved in their children’s 
schooling (Becker & Epstein, 1982; Epstein, 1987a, 2005a; Moles, 1993; Pelco, 
Jacobson, Ries, & Melka, 2000; Sheldon & Epstein, 2005).  They can attend parent-
teacher conferences, attend sporting events or volunteer in classrooms.  They can help 
their child at home by ensuring that homework is completed, reading to their child, or 
bringing their child to museums.  Parents can collaborate and communicate with the 
school, observe how their child’s teacher instructs, and talk with teachers about their 
child’s progress. Parent involvement is what parents do to enhance their children’s 
schooling success and strengthen the communication they have with their children’s 
school.   
There is emerging evidence that all types of parental involvement are critically 
important for children’s academic success (Comer, 1988; Eccles & Harold, 1996; 
Epstein, 1985; Senechal & LeFevre, 2002; Sheldon & Epstein, 2005).  Students’ reading 
scores improved when their parents had contracts with teachers to assure homework 
completion (Epstein, 1985).  The language and emergent literacy of 3rd grade students 
developed when their parents taught them to read and print words, and read storybooks 
with them for 2 or 3 years (Senechal & LeFevre, 2002).  Improvements in reading 
achievement due to earlier parent involvement were seen for 3rd and 8th grade students 
whose parents were involved during preschool (Graue, Clements, Reynolds, & Niles, 
2004).  Similarly, students’ scores on mathematics achievement tests improved when 
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their teachers assigned homework that required the student to show and discuss their 
math skills with a family member (Sheldon & Epstein, 2005).  Another school 
implemented teams that recruited parents to attend and sponsor school events and 
activities, assist in classrooms, and participate in decision-making (Comer, 1988).  
Students in this school had more positive attitudes toward school, improved social skills, 
and improved behavior, in addition to improved test scores and grades.  Kindergarten 
children were more cooperative, self-controlled, inviting, and respectful with peers at 
school when their parents talked to them about the importance of school and helped them 
practice what they were learning at school (McWayne, Hampton, Fantuzzo, Cohen, & 
Sekino, 2004).   
Other benefits to students when parents are involved include improved school 
attendance (Christenson & Conoley, 1992; Epstein & Sheldon, 2002; Henderson & 
Mapp, 2002), regular homework habits and increased completion of homework 
(Callahan, Rademacher, & Hildreth, 1998; Epstein & Becker, 1982; Henderson, 1989), 
more positive attitudes toward school (Christenson & Conoley, 1992; Epstein, 1985; 
Kelleghan, Sloan, Alvarez, & Bloom 1993; Shumow & Miller, 2001), a more positive 
self-concept and academic self-confidence (Christenson & Conoley, 1992; Henderson, 
1989; Sanders & Herting, 2000), increased educational and career aspirations in 
adolescents (Hill et al., 2004), fewer suspensions and conduct problems (Comer & 
Haynes, 1991; Fantuzzo, McWayne, Perry, & Childs, 2004), lower rates of grade 
retention (Graue et al., 2004), and fewer placements in special education (Graue et al., 
2004; Lazar & Darlington, 1978).   
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Parents have also benefited from being involved in their children’s schooling.  
Parents have learned how to effectively help their children with schoolwork; become 
more aware of what teachers do, what their children are learning, and how the school 
functions; and developed more positive feelings about their children’s teachers and 
school (Collins, Moles, & Cross, 1982; Desimone, Finn-Stevenson, & Henrich, 2000; 
Epstein, 1985, 1986, 1987a, 1995).  Additionally, parents who are involved feel useful 
and have a better understanding of how they can help their children succeed in school 
(Davies, 1993; Desimone et al., 2000; Mapp, 2003).   
When parents are involved, teachers feel more comfortable asking other parents to 
be involved and believe that their classrooms are managed more effectively (Collins et 
al.; Desimone et al., 2000; Epstein, 1985, 1986, 1987a).  Additionally, more parents 
become involved when teachers are caring and trustworthy (Mapp, 2003). Parents and 
principals also give teachers more recognition for their teaching and interpersonal skills 
(Christenson, 1995). 
Despite its’ importance, parental involvement is generally believed to be 
discouragingly low (Davies, 2002; Gonzalez-DeHass & Willems, 2003; Mapp, 2003).  
However, there are limited empirical studies to support this belief.  One survey of 51 
elementary parents showed that only 30% of the parents volunteered in the classroom or 
helped with fund-raising activities (Becker & Epstein, 1982).  In a second study, 30% of 
1,269 elementary parents volunteered at school or helped with fund-raisers, and 65% of 
elementary parents attended parent-teacher conferences (Epstein, 1986).  Parent-teacher 
conferences have been found to be the most common means of involving parents (Shores, 
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1998).  The Harvard Family Research Project found that parent-teacher conferences were 
the most frequently cited family involvement activity (Shartrand, Kreider, & Erickson-
Warfield, 1994).   
A different survey, with 341 teachers of 1,205 kindergarten through third-grade 
students, showed that 41% of the parents attended Parent-Teacher Organization meetings 
and 48% attended school activities, such as plays and bake sales (Izzo, Weissberg, 
Kasprow, & Fendrich, 1999).  Additionally, 53% of these parents participated in 
activities at home to foster their children’s academic development, and 49% participated 
in activities at home to foster their children’s social skills.   The National Center for 
Education Statistics gathered information regarding rates of parental involvement via 
telephone interviews with parents of 9,700 children in kindergarten through eighth grade 
(Chen & Chandler, 2001).  Results showed that 84% of parents attended an open house or 
back-to-school night and 81% attended parent-teacher conferences.    
More recent studies have shown that the rate of parental involvement is 
particularly low with economically disadvantaged, ethnic minority, and less-educated 
families (Dauber & Epstein, 1993; Dornbusch & Ritter, 1988; Griffith, 1996; Ho, 2002; 
Moles, 1993).  Single mothers and parents with lower socioeconomic status (SES) are 
significantly less involved in school activities and home activities than married parents 
and those with higher SES (Grolnick, Benjet, Kurowski, & Apostoleris, 1997).  They go 
to fewer school events, go to the library less, talk with teachers less, and talk about 
current events with their children less than married parents and parents with higher SES.  
White parents reported more frequent involvement at school and at home than parents of 
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Hispanic, Asian, Black, Pacific Islander, and Native American ethnicity (Griffith; Ho).  
White parents talked to teachers more, ensured homework was completed, listened to 
their child read, and communicated more with the school than parents of other ethnicities 
(Ho).  Parents who had completed high school or beyond were more involved in their 
children’s education than parents who did not complete high school (Dauber & Epstein).  
The purpose of this dissertation is to examine one possible explanation for limited 
participation by a parent in specific parental involvement activities that a teacher 
suggests.  Specifically, beliefs held by parents and teachers about each other could 
contribute to potential conflict among them and result in limited parental participation in 
specific parental involvement activities (Christenson & Hirsch, 1998).  Several different 
studies have shown that parents believe that teachers will judge them negatively, blame 
them for their children’s difficulties, not value their input, and treat them the same 
unpleasant way that they were treated by their own teachers (Christenson & Hirsch; Fine, 
1990; Feuerstein, 2000).  Some teachers believe that parents with less educational 
attainment are intimidated, have few skills, do not feel welcome at school, and are 
therefore less likely to become involved (Caspe, 2003; Epstein & Becker, 1982; Lawson, 
2003).  These disparate attitudes and beliefs may lead to conflicts between parents and 
teachers (Baker, Kessler-Sklar, Piotrkowski, & Parker, 1999; Christenson & Hirsch; 
Epstein & Becker; Lawson; Lazar & Slostad, 1999).  This dissertation will examine the 
nature and extent of differences between parents’ and teachers’ attributions for perceived 
limited parental participation in specific parental involvement activities. 
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There are some special challenges that must be overcome when studying parental 
involvement.  In preparation for this dissertation, all published studies with the descriptor 
“parent involvement” or “parental involvement” were identified.  Studies that were 
published between 1982 and 2005 were included.  Additional criteria for inclusion were 
studies that defined, theorized, or measured the frequency of parental involvement, or 
investigated parental involvement with student achievement or behavior at school as an 
outcome variable.  In addition, if articles cited another study examining parental 
involvement, that study was also examined.  Some studies were rejected because they 
failed to clearly define how they measured parental involvement.  This process resulted in 
a sample of 39 studies.   
The first challenge evident in these 39 studies was that the definition of parental 
involvement varied from study to study.  Traditionally, parental involvement was defined 
as parents’ physical presence at the school: volunteering, attending school activities, or 
meeting with teachers (e.g., Comer & Haynes, 1991; Epstein, 1984; Georgiou, 1997; 
Griffith, 1996; Shaver & Walls, 1998; Stevenson & Baker, 1987).  Other research 
emphasized the importance of home activities as ways that parents are involved in 
children’s schooling (Keith, 1991; Walberg, 1984).  For example, teachers frequently ask 
that parents read to their children, listen to their children read, take their children to the 
library, talk with their children about their school day, or provide rewards or punishments 
based on school performance.  Home-school collaboration and communication have been 
emphasized as still another form of parental involvement.   
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All of these parental involvement activities have been grouped in various ways 
(Drummond & Stipek, 2004; Graue, Clements, Reynolds, & Niles, 2004; Hill et al., 2004; 
Hong & Ho, 2005; Hoover-Dempsey, Bassler, & Brissie, 1992; Porter De Cusati & 
Johnson, 2004) or types (Epstein, 1995) and dimensions (Grolnick & Slowiaczek, 1994) 
or represented with a continuum that extends from home-based activities to school-based 
activities to home-school collaboration (Shores, 1998).  Several researchers have based 
their definitions on Epstein’s six types (Fantuzzo, McWayne, Perry, & Childs, 2004; 
McWayne, Hampton, Fantuzzo, Cohen, & Sekino, 2004; Simon, 2004).  Some 
researchers have broadened the definition to include the quality of the involvement 
(Kohl, Lengua, & McMahon, 2000), parental beliefs and attitudes as influenced by racial-
ethnic and economic backgrounds (Desimone, 2001), and the process and context of 
interactions (Gaitan, 2004),  
  The second challenge was that much of the research on parental involvement 
was atheoretical.  Of the 39 studies reviewed, only 10 based their definitions of and 
hypotheses about parental involvement on theory (Brody, Stoneman, & Flor, 1995; 
Comer, 1988; Comer & Haynes, 1991; Desimone, 2001; Epstein, 1990; Fantuzzo et al., 
2004; Keith & Keith, 1993; McWayne et al., 2004; Simon, 2004; Smith et al., 1997).  
Epstein (1990) outlined a theory of overlapping spheres of influence on student 
development based on the work of three theorists: Bronfenbrenner, Seeley, and Leichter.  
First, Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological model proposes that children function within 
multiple systems.  Second, Seeley (1981) proposed that responsibility for child 
development was shared by parents, teachers and community members.  Finally, Leichter 
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(1974) proposed the “families as educators” theory.  The ecological theory was also the 
basis for four other studies (Brody et al.; Fantuzzo et al.; McWayne et al.; Smith et al.).  
In addition to ecological theory, Fantuzzo et al. and McWayne et al. referred to Wentzel’s 
(1999) theory of early interactions between parents and children influencing expectations 
for behavior at school.  Keith and Keith’s path analysis was based on Epstein’s work and 
the Majoribanks (1979) family learning model.  Simon based her work on Epstein’s 
theory of overlapping spheres and the theory of symbolic interaction (Blumer, 1969). 
Comer’s work (1988; Comer & Haynes) was based on theories from social ecology, child 
development, and social and behavioral sciences.  Finally, Desimone based her definition 
of parental involvement on the theory that group formation is influenced more by 
individual level actions, beliefs, and attitudes than other specific causes (Horowitz, 
1975). 
Finally, the quality of research on parental involvement was mixed.  Some of the 
39 studies only gathered information from a single type of informant.  Two studies only 
assessed the perception of students (Keith, Reimers, Fehrmann, Pottebaum, & Aubey, 
1986; Keith, 1991), three other studies assessed only the perception of teachers (Baker et 
al., 1999; Graue et al., 2004; Stevenson & Baker, 1987), and five other studies assessed 
the perception of parents (Drummond & Stipek, 2004; Fantuzzo et al., 2004; McWayne et 
al., 2004; Sheldon, 2002; Smith et al., 1997).  Others focused only on home or school 
activities.  Two studies focused on home activities (Keith et al., 1986; Keith, 1991) while 
others focused only on school activities (Brody et al., 1995; Comer, 1988; Comer & 
Haynes, 1991; Griffith, 1996; Stevenson & Baker).  Some used a small and homogenous 
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sample of participants, and others used limited data collection methods.  Many studies 
included less than 300 participants (Baker et al.; Brody et al.; Epstein, 1991; Fantuzzo et 
al., 2004; Porter De Cusati & Johnson, 2004; Sheldon; Smith et al.; Stevenson & Baker).  
Most of the studies used questionnaires, surveys, or rating scales to assess parental 
involvement.   Only one study used direct observation (Porter De Cusati & Johnson).   
None of the studies compared groups of involved and uninvolved parents.  Finally, most 
of the studies used correlational survey methods.  While correlational studies can suggest 
that there is a relationship between two variables, they cannot prove that one variable 
causes a change in another variable.  For example, a correlational study might suggest 
that there is a relationship between parental involvement and grades, but it cannot show if 
parental involvement increases or decreases grades. 
This study will address one of these challenges by applying the strong 
methodological traditions of attribution theory to parental involvement.  Attribution 
theory may provide an explanation for perceived limited parental participation in specific 
activities to support their children's schooling and for strained parent/teacher relations.  
Attribution theory is concerned with ‘causal attributions,’ the beliefs people hold for why 
someone behaved in a certain way (Weiner, 1972a).  Causal attributions play an 
important role in determining how people react to the behavior of others (Graham & 
Weiner, 1986; Kelley & Michela, 1980).  In particular, teachers may make attributions 
about parents’ characteristics to explain low rates of specific parental involvement 
activities whereas parents may make attributions about circumstances to explain low rates 
of specific parental involvement activities.  Additionally, teachers and parents may make 
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different attributions depending on a parent’s education level or occupation.  These 
differences in attributions could contribute to conflicts or strained relationships between 
parents and teachers.   
As a first step toward applying attribution theory to parental involvement, the 
variables examined in this study were deliberately limited to include parents’ responses to 
tutoring worksheets sent home with the child and parental attendance at school meetings 
scheduled with the teacher.  The activities of parental involvement described in this study 
are a part of most of the definitions of parental involvement.  They were also the easiest 
to isolate. 
Purpose of the Present Study 
Parent involvement is what parents do to enhance their children’s schooling 
success and strengthen the communication they have with their children’s school.  The 
long-term goal of research on parental involvement is to better understand ways to 
improve parental participation in children’s schooling.  As a first step towards this goal, 
the proposed study will identify and compare the causal attributions made by teachers 
and parents for perceived limited parental participation in specific parental involvement 
activities to support their children's schooling.  In addition, this study will examine 
differences in attributions based on the education level of a vignette parent.  Specifically, 
three research questions will be examined:   
1. To what do teachers and parents attribute perceived limited parental 
participation in specific parental involvement activities? 
2. Do teachers differ from parents in the causal attributions (internal vs external) 
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that they make for perceived limited parental participation in specific parental 
involvement activities?  
3. Do parents and teachers differ in the internal attributions that they make about 
the perceived limited participation by lower-educated versus higher-educated 
parents in specific parental involvement activities? 
 
 
12
CHAPTER II 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
The purpose of this study is to identify and compare the causal attributions made 
by teachers and parents for perceived limited parental participation in specific parental 
involvement activities to support their children's schooling.  In addition, this study will 
examine differences in the attributions that parents and teachers make about the 
involvement of low-educated versus highly-educated parents.  This chapter reviews the 
literature describing parental involvement and attribution theory.  First, parental 
involvement will be defined and studies examining the effectiveness and rate of parental 
involvement will be reviewed.  Second, factors affecting the rate of parental involvement 
will be identified including the family characteristic of socioeconomic status.  Third, 
attribution theory will be explained along with applications of attribution theory to 
academic achievement, self and others’ behavior, and nonacademic problem behavior.  
Finally, the application of attribution theory to parental involvement will be described.   
Parental Involvement 
There are many ways that parents can be involved in their children’s schooling.  
A multidimensional typology of parental involvement, including a wide variety of parent 
behaviors, is important to fully characterize the activities and interactions that parents 
engage in at school and outside of school (Fan & Chen, 2001; Kohl et al., 2000).   
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Definitions of parental involvement 
Researchers have grouped school and home activities of parental involvement into 
different dimensions (Epstein, 1995; Grolnick & Slowiaczek, 1994).  Behavioral, 
cognitive-intellectual, and personal are three dimensions representing resources that 
parents have available to children (Grolnick & Slowiaczek).  The at-school and at-home 
activities of ‘volunteering’ and ‘helping with homework’ are behavioral resources.  
Exposing the child to cognitively stimulating activities, such as going to the library or 
talking about current events, are cognitive-intellectual resources.  Personal resources 
include parents’ affective involvement reflected in his or her positive attitude, caring, and 
expectations toward school and learning. 
Parental involvement activities have also been represented as existing along a 
single continuum that extends from home-based activities to school-based activities and 
finally to home-school collaboration (Shores, 1998).  At one end of the continuum are at-
home activities, such as reviewing report cards, ensuring school attendance, and 
monitoring homework.  Called “limited capacity for involvement” (p. 13), Shores implies 
that some parents do not have the ability, resources, or time for more involvement, and 
that these activities are not as important for child success.  In the middle are traditional 
at-school activities, such as attending parent-teacher conferences and volunteering.  At 
the other end are more collaborative at-school activities, such as planning classroom 
activities with teachers and participating in policy making activities.  These activities 
give parents more power and influence over how the school is run.   
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Finally, Epstein (1995) provides a more complex definition of parental 
involvement.  Epstein and her colleagues are working to develop an empirically 
validated, multidimensional description of parental involvement (Becker & Epstein, 
1982; Epstein, 1986; Epstein & Dauber, 1991).  In a series of studies, she has 
systematically refined her description of parental involvement from five categories 
describing 14 techniques, to four more succinct categories, and finally to six types of 
parental involvement.   
In one example of the earlier studies, researchers asked 3,698 public elementary 
school teachers in Maryland to complete surveys describing 14 specific techniques that 
teachers use to involve parents (Becker & Epstein, 1982).  The majority of the teachers 
were female (91%), white (78%), and had been teaching for more than 10 years (51%).  
The school district was comprised of 32% rural communities or small cities and 49% 
suburban areas.  Most of the parents were high school graduates.  The researchers 
grouped the 14 techniques, and other techniques written in by teachers, into five 
categories: 1) reading: recommending that parents read to their child, listen to their child 
read, or take their child to the library; 2) discussion: recommending that parents discuss 
school or television programs; 3) informal activities at home: recommending that parents 
play games, include their child in daily activities, and stimulate their child’s interest in 
reading; 4) contracts: recommending that parents contract to support their child’s 
homework and provide rewards and punishments contingent on school performance and 
behavior; and 5) evaluation: training parents to observe the classroom, tutor, or evaluate 
their child’s progress.  Approximately 66% of teachers used the reading technique, 33% 
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used the discussion technique, 30% used informal activities, 13% used contracts, and 
21% taught parents evaluation skills. 
In another early survey of 1,269 parents of first-, third-, and fifth-grade students, 
Epstein (1986) examined the percentage of parents involved in four categories of parental 
involvement activities: 1) Involvement in basic obligations, 2) Involvement in school-to-
home communications, 3) Involvement at school, and 4) Involvement with learning 
activities at home.  She identified these as customary activities that parents can use to 
increase their children’s educational success.  Over 90% of the parents provided a regular 
place for their children to do homework and over 97% provided school supplies.  The rate 
of parent participation in different types of home/school communication ranged from 4% 
to 84%, depending on the type of communication.  In this school, only 4% hosted teacher 
visits in their home, but 64% of parents attended parent-teacher conferences, and 84% of 
parents received memos from teachers.   About 30% volunteered in classrooms and 
helped with fundraising activities, and 12% helped in the library, cafeteria, or other 
school area.  Finally, 15% to 54% of parents were involved with five different learning 
activities at home, which included most of the techniques described in the Becker and 
Epstein (1982) study.   
Based on these and other studies (Becker & Epstein, 1982; Epstein, 1985, 1986, 
1987a), Epstein and Dauber (1991) concluded that there were six major types of parental 
involvement that schools ask of parents: 1) basic obligations of families, 2) basic 
obligations of schools to communicate with families, 3) parent involvement at school, 4) 
parent involvement in learning activities at home, 5) parent involvement in decision 
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making, and 6) collaboration with community organizations.  Consequently, they 
administered questionnaires to 171 elementary and middle school teachers to examine the 
first five types.  Correlations among the first five types of parental involvement (ranging 
from r = .303 to r = .569) showed that these types of involvement were interrelated but 
also made separate contributions to the school’s parental involvement program.   
Epstein (1995) continued to refine her six types of parental involvement into a 
categorical model of parental involvement that has been acclaimed as well-defined and 
comprehensive (Georgiou, 1997; Kohl et al., 2000).  Epstein’s six types of parental 
involvement incorporate school-based involvement, home-based involvement and home-
school communication.   
Epstein’s (1995) first type of parental involvement is parenting.  Parents can 
support their children’s school success by providing a home environment that fosters 
readiness to learn by rearing their children in positive ways, providing healthcare and 
nutritious meals, and ensuring regular school attendance (Becker & Epstein, 1982; Eccles 
& Harold, 1996; Epstein, 1984, 1987a; Moles, 1993).  This type is analogous to Grolnick 
and Slowiaczek’s (1994) personal resources.  Parents’ resources not only include the 
behavioral resources described by Epstein’s first type but also personal resources, such as 
parents’ positive attitude, caring, and expectations toward school and learning. 
Home-school communication is Epstein’s (1995) second type of parental 
involvement.   Parent-teacher conferences are the most typical form of communication 
between home and school (Becker & Epstein, 1982; Shores, 1998).  These conferences 
provide an opportunity for parents and teachers to discuss students’ progress and 
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problems and allow parents to inform teachers of family experiences that may support 
learning.  Home-school notes are another effective way for teachers to communicate with 
parents (Becker & Epstein).  Teachers may also send home student folders that contain 
work for parents to review or information about school activities (Becker & Epstein; 
Eccles & Harold, 1996; Epstein, 1984, 1987a; Moles, 1993).  Additional communication 
strategies include parent observation in the classroom to see how instruction is 
conducted, and parent participation with the teacher to plan classroom activities (Becker 
& Epstein; Moles).   
Epstein’s (1995) third type of parental involvement is volunteering.  Parents help 
and support schools by volunteering in classrooms, attending sporting events and 
concerts, and helping with fundraising activities (Becker & Epstein, 1982; Eccles & 
Harold, 1996; Epstein, 1984, 1987a; Moles, 1993).  Moreover, while parents are at the 
school attending performances or sporting events, teachers can talk with them about other 
volunteering opportunities, their child’s progress, or important school information 
(Epstein, 1987b).  Parents’ presence at school strengthens school programs and 
communicates to the children that school plays an important role in their lives (Epstein, 
Coates, Salinas, Sanders, & Simon, 1997). 
In the fourth type of parental involvement, learning at home (Epstein, 1995), the 
teacher suggests ways that parents can help their children with homework or other 
school-related activities.  Walberg (1984) called such home activities the “curriculum of 
the home.”  For example, teachers frequently ask parents to read with their children, take 
their children to the library, and borrow books.  Teachers may also ask that parents talk 
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with their children about their school day.  Some teachers may ask that parents provide 
rewards or punishments based on school performance or behavior.  Parents may also 
review report cards, schoolwork, and tests; play games or use everyday activities to 
enhance academic learning; and tutor children to supplement the teacher’s instruction at 
school (Becker & Epstein, 1982; Epstein; Moles, 1993; Shores, 1998).  Grolnick and 
Slowiaczek (1994) describe a similar category of parental involvement called cognitive-
intellectual resources, which includes exposing the child to cognitively stimulating 
activities at home, like going to art museums or talking about current events and social 
problems.   
Home activities are an important aspect of parental involvement because logistical 
constraints frequently prevent parents from going to the school.  This is especially true 
for working-class parents (Dauber & Epstein, 1993; Lareau, 1989; Moles, 1993; Ramirez, 
2001).  Parents may have inflexible work schedules that do not allow them to be available 
during school hours.  Additionally, parents may not have transportation to the school or 
may not have care for their children while they are at the school. 
 The fifth type of parental involvement, decision making (Epstein, 1995), includes 
parents in decisions about school programs via the PTA/PTO, advisory councils, and 
school improvement committees (Becker & Epstein, 1982; Eccles & Harold, 1996; 
Moles, 1993).  Being involved in these organizations allows parents to learn about school 
programs, policies, curriculum, and budgets (Epstein, 1987b; Epstein et al., 1997).  
Consequently, parents can suggest ideas for school improvement and voice opinions 
about the quality of the school and school programs.  Parents are also encouraged to be 
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involved in advocacy groups independent of the school (Epstein, 1987b, 1995).  These 
groups review federal, state, and district budgets; report on school goals and processes, 
problems, and resources; and work to increase school funding. 
The sixth and final type of parental involvement is collaborating with the 
community (Epstein, 1995).  The school collaborates with the community to identify 
resources and services for the school and families, and to identify ways that the school 
and families can help the community.  Examples of collaboration are providing 
information to families about health, cultural, recreational, and social support resources 
available in the community; recruiting applications for summer programs that promote 
learning and talents; and showing how families and schools can serve the community by 
recycling or helping seniors. 
Epstein (2005a) continues to maintain these six types of parental involvement as a 
comprehensive model for examining the shared responsibility between school, family, 
and community in the success of children.  Additionally, her perspective is that No Child 
Left Behind’s (U.S. Department of Education, 1997) requirements for school, family, and 
community partnerships include these six types of involvement to engage families at 
school and at home. 
In her definition, Epstein (1995) also specifies how schools and teachers can 
facilitate parental involvement, describes challenges that schools and teachers may face, 
expands schools’ and teachers’ understanding of parental involvement, and describes the 
outcomes for students, parents, and teachers that are likely to result from each type of 
involvement. 
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The Family Involvement Questionnaire for families of preschool through fifth 
grade students was based on Epstein’s (1995) six types of parental involvement 
(Fantuzzo, Tighe, & Childs, 2000; Manz, Fantuzzo, & Power, 2004).  Factor analysis 
conducted on this questionnaire confirmed a three-factor solution of home-based 
involvement, school-based involvement, and home-school communication.  Additionally, 
two other studies have identified four dimensions parental involvement: (1) parent 
participation at school (e.g., attending meetings), (2) parent supervision at home, 
including monitoring homework, (3) communication between home and school, and (4) 
parental educational aspirations for their children (Fan & Chen, 2001; Hong & Ho, 2005).  
These studies support the need for a multidimensional model of parent/family 
involvement. 
Kohl and colleagues (2000) have criticized Epstein’s (1995) and Grolnick and 
Slowiaczek’s (1994) definitions of parental involvement for two reasons.  First, they 
argue that Epstein’s six types measured only school-initiated involvement and Grolnick 
and Slowiaczek’s dimensions were too broad and focused only on parent-initiated 
involvement.  Second, while they agree that parental involvement should encompass 
school-based involvement, home-based involvement, and home-school collaboration, 
they believe that previous definitions left out another important factor, the quality of the 
involvement.    
Consequently, Kohl et al. (2000) proposed an alternative model of parental 
involvement that assessed six dimensions: parent-teacher contact, parent involvement at 
school, quality of parent-teacher relationship, teacher’s perception of parent’s value of 
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education, parent involvement at home, and parent endorsement of school.  
Questionnaires and interviews were administered to 385 parents of low- to middle-
socioeconomic status and an undisclosed number of teachers from North Carolina, 
Tennessee, Washington, and Pennsylvania.  Forty-nine percent of the parents were of 
ethnic minority status (i.e., African American) and 41% were single parents.  A 
confirmatory factor analysis was conducted to test this model of parental involvement 
and the authors concluded that each of the six parental involvement dimensions was 
“conceptually distinct, yet empirically related aspects of parental involvement” (p. 518).   
Kohl et al.’s (2000) model of parental involvement is more comprehensive and 
added to previous definitions by assessing internal beliefs, feelings, thoughts, and 
speculations.  Examples of questions that asked about parent and teacher beliefs included, 
“teacher pays attention to my suggestions” and “parent is interested in knowing the 
teacher.”   Feelings elicited by the study included “feel the teacher cares about my child” 
and “teacher comfortable talking about the child’s problems.”  Questions that asked about 
thoughts regarding school, teachers, and parents were “child’s school is a good place for 
my child” and “teacher can talk to the parent.”  Finally, teachers answered some 
questions by speculating about the parent, such as the “parent is interested in knowing the 
teacher” and “parent encourages positive attitudes toward education.”   
An even more comprehensive definition of parental involvement is posited here 
based on Epstein’s (1995) types, Grolnick and Slowiaczek’s (1994) cognitive-intellectual 
and personal dimensions, and Kohl et al.’s (2000) model.  An example of a 
comprehensive definition is described here and compared to the Epstein, Grolnick and 
 
 
22
Slowiaczek, and Kohl et al. definitions in Table 1.  Parent involvement is what parents do 
to enhance their children’s schooling success and strengthen the communication they 
have with their children’s school.  This definition of parental involvement addresses both 
parent-initiated and school-initiated activities and includes home-based activities, school-
based activities, and home-school collaboration.  These dimensions of parental 
involvement reflect the many different ways that parents can participate in their 
children’s schooling.   
Home-based involvement entails parenting activities, personal resources, learning 
at home, and cognitive-intellectual resources.   Parenting activities include rearing their 
children in positive ways, providing healthcare and nutritious meals, and ensuring regular 
school attendance.  Personal resources are having a positive attitude, caring, and 
communicating expectations toward school and learning.  Parents can assist with learning 
at home by helping with homework.  Finally, home-based involvement includes 
providing cognitive-intellectual resources such as going to the library and talking about 
current events.   
School-based involvement entails parents helping and supporting schools through 
volunteering in classrooms, attending sporting events and concerts, and helping with 
fundraising activities.  Finally, home-school collaboration includes communication 
between home and school or parent and teacher (e.g., parent-teacher conferences), 
decision making (e.g., PTA/PTO), and school collaboration with the community (e.g., 
identifying services and resources for schools and families). 
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Table 1 
Types of Parental Involvement 
 
Epstein (1995) 
 
Grolnick & Slowiaczek (1994) Kohl et al. (2000) 
 
Combined 
 
1. Parenting 
 
Personal Resources 
  
Home-Based 
Activities 
2. Home-School  
    Communication 
 Parent-Teacher 
Contact 
Home-school 
Collaboration 
3. Volunteering  Parent Involvement 
at School 
School-Based 
Activities 
4. Learning at  
    Home 
Cognitive-Intellectual 
Resources 
Parent Involvement 
at Home 
Home-Based 
Activities 
5. Decision  
    Making 
  Home-school 
Collaboration 
6. Collaborating with  
    the Community 
  Home-school 
Collaboration 
 
Conceptual framework for parental involvement 
An ecological approach to children’s academic and behavioral success is vital 
when defining parental involvement.  The ecological model proposed by Bronfenbrenner 
(1979) offers a useful conceptual framework (Christenson & Sheridan, 2001; Fine, 1990; 
Smith et al, 1997).  Within the ecological model, children function within multiple 
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systems.  For example, a child functions within the microsystems of their home and their 
school and the exosystem of their neighborhood.  All the systems are interconnected and 
influence the functioning and behavior of the people within them.  Understanding a 
child’s development and behavior requires understanding of all the systems in a child’s 
life.   
The home and school are prominent microsystems in a child’s life.  They interact 
in the mesosystem, the interface between the two microsystems.  Events in one 
microsystem affect the other microsystems, influencing interactions in the mesosystem.  
The mesosystem integrating home and school is important because the child travels daily 
between home and school, experiencing the cultural values, norms, beliefs, and 
expectations in each microsystem.  The ecological model asserts that families and schools 
influence each other and, together, have a profound impact on child development.   
One aspect of the ecological framework has particular utility for enhancing 
parental involvement.  It posits a shared responsibility between teachers and parents for 
children’s academic and behavioral success (Christenson, 1995).  This suggests that 
families and schools need to communicate the beliefs and information they have about 
each other and their motivation to interface with another.  When the microsystems of a 
child’s home and school are in conflict, this conflict disrupts the functioning of the 
mesosystem and negatively affects the children (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Christenson & 
Hirsch, 1998).   
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Effectiveness of parental involvement 
When parents and teachers work together, children are positively affected.  One 
meta-analysis conducted on twenty-five empirical studies found that parental 
involvement has a positive effect on student academic achievement (Fan & Chen, 2001).  
However, effects differed depending on the definition used for parental involvement, the 
area of academic achievement that was evaluated, and the manner in which academic 
achievement was measured.  For this meta-analysis, parental involvement was defined as: 
parent-child communication, home supervision, educational aspirations for children, and 
school contact and participation.  Depending on the source study, academic achievement 
was measured by test scores and grades in mathematics, reading, science, social studies, 
or other classes (such as music); general school GPA; or combined grades in several 
academic areas.  The average correlation coefficient between parental involvement and 
academic achievement was .25, indicating a medium effect size and positive relationship 
between the two variables.  The strongest relationships were between academic 
achievement and parents’ aspirations and expectations for children’s educational 
achievement (r = .40), and between parental involvement and general school GPA (r = 
.33).  Age and ethnicity both showed small but statistically significant moderating effects 
on the relationship between parental involvement and academic achievement.  
A second meta-analysis conducted on forty-one published and unpublished 
qualitative studies set in an urban elementary school also found that parental involvement 
has a positive effect on urban students’ academic achievement (Jeynes, 2005).  For this 
meta-analysis, parental involvement was defined as: parental participation in the 
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educational processes and experiences of their children.  Variables assessed were general 
parental involvement and specific components of parental involvement including  
communication about school activities, checking of homework, parental expectations of 
achievement, reading with children, attendance and participation in school functions, and 
supportive and helpful parenting styles.  Depending on the source study, academic 
achievement was measured by grades, standardized tests, and teacher ratings of academic 
behaviors.  General parental involvement yielded a medium effect size of .74 (Hedges’ 
g).  With regards to specific parental involvement, parental expectations of achievement 
yielded the largest effect size at .58, also a medium effect size.  
Parental involvement is beneficial for students, parents, and teachers from early 
childhood through high school (Eccles & Harold, 1996).  When parents become more 
involved in their children’s education, elementary school students have shown improved 
school progress, attendance, behavior, and attitudes.   The most widespread 
improvements have been seen in higher grades, and in test scores in math and reading 
(Collins et al., 1982; Comer, 1988; Epstein, 1985; Graue et al., 2004; Keith, 1991; Shaver 
& Walls, 1998; Sheldon & Epstein, 2005; Witt, Hannafin, & Martens, 1983).   Across 
multiple studies, Epstein and her colleagues (1985, 1986, 1987a, 1987b, 1991, 1995) 
have administered questionnaires about parental involvement to parents, teachers, and 
principals of nearly 5000 first-, third-, and fifth-grade students.  A survey of 3700 first-, 
third-, and fifth-grade teachers and 613 fifth-grade students showed improved reading 
scores for students whose parents had contracts with teachers to assure homework 
completion (Epstein, 1985).  In addition, the participating fifth grade students had more 
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regular homework habits, more positive attitudes toward school, and appreciated the 
positive connections between teachers and parents.  In one of the school districts included 
in the Epstein (1985) study, 293 third- and fifth-grade students showed gains from fall to 
spring in reading scores on the California Achievement Test (Epstein, 1991).  These 
students had teachers who asked parents to read with their child.    
Recently, Epstein (2005b) evaluated a school improvement model, the Partnership 
Schools Comprehensive School reform (CSR) model.  The CSR model specifies that 
schools must have four or five action teams to improve the curriculum, instruction, 
management, and partnerships in the areas of reading, math, writing, and other school 
improvement goals.  The CSR model is based on Epstein’s theory of overlapping spheres 
of influence (1990) and includes activities for her six types of involvement (parenting, 
communicating, volunteering, learning at home, decision making, and collaborating with 
the community; Epstein, 1995).  The implementation of the model at a Title I elementary 
school was monitored over 3 years.  Results showed that the quality of parent 
involvement activities improved and the percentage of students reaching high proficiency 
levels on state achievement tests in math, reading, and writing increased. 
 One year after the implementation of a parent involvement program in seven 
Title I schools in Chicago, 420 kindergarten through eighth graders had higher scores on 
standardized tests in reading and math (Collins et al., 1982).  Telephone and on-site 
interviews with principals, teachers, and administrators documented the activities that 
parents completed.  Involvement consisted of parents providing appropriate health care 
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and nutrition, attending workshops at school, and helping their children at home with 
workbooks containing academic activities.   
Children of parents who attended meetings and workshops at a Title I school in 
West Virginia saw similar improvements in reading and math (Shaver & Walls, 1998).  
School records for 335 second- through eighth-grade students in nine Title I schools 
described the number of meetings and workshops that each parent attended.  These 
meetings and workshops taught parents how to implement learning activities at home, 
communicate with teachers on a regular basis, and use discipline strategies.  ANOVAs 
showed significant main effects for parent involvement on reading achievement, reading 
comprehension, and mathematics achievement. 
Two inner-city elementary schools serving predominately black (99%) children 
used school teams to increase parental involvement (Comer, 1988).  School teams 
consisted of parents, teachers, mental health professionals, and the principal.  The teams 
recruited parents to attend and sponsor school events and activities, assist in classrooms, 
and participate in decision-making.  Students with involved parents showed improved test 
scores and grades as well as more positive attitudes toward school and improved social 
skills and behavior.  Finally, when parents volunteered in the classroom to assist 
kindergarten students with emergent literacy, the students showed an increase in word 
recognition (Porter & Johnson, 2004).  Additionally, all students whose parents 
volunteered felt happy about their parents being in the classroom. 
A subsample of children in the Chicago Longitudinal Study who attended the 
Child-Parent Center preschool program showed improvements in school readiness and 
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reading achievement in third and eighth grade (Graue et al., 2004).  A key component of 
this program was parent involvement that consisted of volunteering in classrooms, 
reinforcing learning at home, participating in parent resource room activities, and 
attending school events and field trips.  Results showed that increases in parent 
involvement were associated with increases in prereading skills and word analysis skills 
in kindergarten and greater reading achievement in third grade and eighth grade. 
In addition to improvements in academics, schools and families have reported 
improvements in school attendance, higher educational aspirations, and reductions in 
retention, suspension, behavior problems, and years in special education (Epstein & 
Sheldon, 2002; Hill et al., 2004; Miedel & Reynolds, 1999; U.S. Department of 
Education, 1997).  Over 3 years, school attendance increased at 12 elementary schools 
and 6 middle schools when the schools made home visits, rewarded students for 
improved attendance, had a person at the school for parents to contact, and called home 
when a student was absent (Epstein & Sheldon, 2002).  In a longitudinal study, 704 
parents or guardians completed a survey about the frequency of volunteering in the 
classroom and attending meetings, conferences, assemblies, and class trips in preschool 
and kindergarten (Miedel & Reynolds, 1999).  Results showed lower rates of grade 
retention through eighth grade when parents participated at least once a week or were 
involved in six or more activities.  Also, as the number of activities a parent was involved 
in increased, the number of years a child was in special education decreased.  
Telephone interviews with parents of 16, 910 kindergartners through 12th graders 
conducted by the U.S. Department of Education (1997) indicated that when parents were 
 
 
30
highly involved at school, children were less likely to repeat a grade, be suspended, or be 
expelled.  ‘Highly involved’ was defined as participating in three or more of four 
identified activities during the school year.  The four activities were: attendance at 
general school meetings, such as back to school night, attendance at parent-teacher 
conferences, attendance at a school or class event, and volunteering at school.   
In another study, adolescents in 7th, 8th, 9th, and 11th grade from 463 families 
showed improvements in educational aspirations and fewer behavior problems (Hill et 
al., 2004).   Students whose parents had a high school education or less showed increases 
in educational aspirations when their parents were involved by attending PTA meetings 
or open houses, discussing school with their children, and communicating with teachers 
about their children’s progress.  Students whose parents had achieved a higher education 
(i.e., some college or a college degree) and were involved in the same way showed 
improvements in school behavior.  
The use of the Parent Involvement in Children’s Education Scale (PICES) with 
kindergarten children showed similar improvements in school behavior (McWayne et al., 
2004).  Parents of 307 kindergarten children (95% African-American) completed the 
PICES by rating 40 items about aspects of their home environment that support learning 
(e.g., buy educational materials, convey expectations about behavior at school, and 
provide rewards for doing well in school), contact with the school (e.g., attend parent 
meetings and talk with teacher), and inhibited involvement (e.g., household tasks, work 
responsibilities, and concerns about not being involved enough).  When parents of 
kindergarteners talked to their children about the importance of school and helped them 
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practice what they were learning, the children’s behavior was more cooperative, self-
controlled, inviting, and respectful than that of kindergarten children with less involved 
parents. 
To demonstrate the influence of home activities on academic achievement, Keith 
(1991) asked over 58,000 sophomores and seniors from over 1,000 high schools to 
describe their parent’s communication with them about school.  Parental involvement 
was defined as monitoring their child’s whereabouts, homework completion, and school 
progress; influencing their children’s plans after graduating from high school; and 
regulating television viewing.  A significant positive correlation existed between parental 
involvement and high school grades.  Similar results were found for students in 10 
elementary and 8 middle or high schools (Sheldon & Epstein, 2005).  Standardized 
mathematics test scores for two years were correlated with school practices for involving 
families.  Results showed that students’ scores on mathematics achievement tests 
improved when their teachers assigned homework that required them to show and discuss 
their math skills with a family member.  Finally, a longitudinal study that followed 
children from kindergarten or 1st grade through 3rd grade showed that home-based 
involvement of parents was associated with the development of receptive language and 
emergent literacy (Senechal & LeFevre, 2002).  Parents of 93 children followed from 
kindergarten though grade 3, 66 children followed from kindergarten though grade 3, and 
45 children followed from grade 1 through grade 3 exposed their children to storybooks 
and taught their children to read and print words. 
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Other research has shown that parental involvement also yields positive outcomes 
for parents and teachers (Collins, Moles, & Cross, 1982; Desimone, Finn-Stevenson, & 
Henrich, 2000; Epstein, 1985, 1986, 1987a, 1995).  Through their involvement, parents 
learn how to help their children with schoolwork; are involved in more learning activities 
at home; become more aware of what teachers do, what their children are learning, and 
how the school functions; feel more positive about their children’s teachers and school; 
and give higher ratings to teachers.  Additionally, parents feel useful and have a better 
understanding of how they can help their children succeed in school (Davies, 1993; 
Desimone et al., 2000; Mapp, 2003).   
Through parental involvement, teachers become more comfortable asking other 
parents to be involved, manage their classrooms more effectively, and appreciate parents’ 
help with learning activities (Collins et al.; Desimone et al., 2000; Epstein, 1985, 1986, 
1987a).  Additionally, more parents become involved when teacher are caring and 
trustworthy (Mapp, 2003). Parents and principals also give teachers more recognition for 
their teaching and interpersonal skills (Christenson, 1995). 
Other parent involvement programs showed similar results (Collins et al., 1982).  
The ‘Parents in Touch’ program improved parent-teacher conferences.  Teachers were 
trained to give parents workbooks containing daily learning activities to complete with 
their children.  Approximately 15,000 (70%) parents of children in kindergarten through 
ninth grade attended parent-teacher conferences.  Survey results showed that 99% of 
parents thought the conferences were helpful, and the community became more aware of 
the parents’ role in their children’s education.   
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In a similar program, a Houston school district improved procedures for parent-
teacher conferences with the “Operation Fail-Safe” program (Collins et al., 1982).  
Teachers provided parents with activity booklets for the parents to complete with their 
children at home.  A survey of parents and teachers showed that 97% of parents felt more 
positive about their child’s teacher and school, 93% of teachers thought that parents were 
more receptive to their suggestions, and 85% of teachers felt more positive about their 
relationship with parents. 
School and home share the responsibility of fostering children’s learning and 
development (Comer, 1988; Epstein, 1987a, 1990).  Epstein asserts that the frequent 
involvement of parents with schools diffuses boundaries between parents and teachers by 
increasing the flow of information from school to home (Becker & Epstein, 1982; 
Epstein, 1986).  Teachers and parents can then combine their resources, goals, and 
practices to provide children with consistent learning opportunities (Epstein & Lee, 
1995).  Additionally, when working together, teachers and parents are sending a 
consistent message that education is important (Epstein, 1990; Scott-Jones, 1995).  
Furthermore, involvement at home is especially important for parents who cannot go to 
school (Thornburg, Hoffman, & Remeika, 1991). 
Rates of parental involvement 
Despite the benefits of parental involvement, many researchers believe that there 
is still a low rate of involvement of parents in schools at all educational levels (Davies, 
2002; Gonzalez-DeHass & Willems, 2003; Mapp, 2003).  In fact, parental involvement in 
their children’s schooling declines as children move from early childhood programs to 
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elementary school, and declines even further in secondary school (Eccles & Harold, 
1996; Epstein & Dauber, 1991; Shaver & Walls, 1998).   However, there are limited 
studies with data to support this notion and most studies are 10 years old or older.  One 
survey conducted with 51 parents of elementary public school students found that only 
30% of the parents volunteered in the classroom or helped with fund-raising activities 
(Becker & Epstein, 1982).  In a second study, 30% of 1,269 parents of elementary public 
school students volunteered at school or helped with fund-raisers (Epstein, 1986).  In 
contrast, 90% to 97% of these parents provided school supplies and a regular place for 
their children to do homework.  In addition, 84% of these parents reported that they 
received notices sent from the school, and 65% attended parent-teacher conferences.   
Telephone interviews with parents and guardians of 16,910 kindergarten through 
12 grade students showed slightly more involvement (U.S. Department of Education, 
1997).  For elementary aged students, 84% of parents attended a general school meeting, 
87% attended a parent-teacher conference, 72% attended a class event, and 50% 
volunteered at school.   
A different survey, with 341 teachers of 1,205 kindergarten through third-grade 
students, showed that 41% of the parents attended Parent-Teacher Organization meetings 
and 48% attended school activities, such as plays and bake sales (Izzo, Weissberg, 
Kasprow, & Fendrich, 1999).  Additionally, 53% of these parents participated in 
activities at home to foster their children’s academic development, and 49% participated 
in activities at home to foster their children’s social skills.   The National Center for 
Education Statistics gathered information regarding rates of parental involvement via 
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telephone interviews with parents of 9,700 children in kindergarten through eighth grade 
(Chen & Chandler, 2001).  Results showed that 84% of parents attended an open house or 
back-to-school night and 81% attended parent-teacher conferences.    
Another study with parents of high school seniors examined the frequency of 
involvement in traditional activities, such as attendance at school events and help with 
homework, and career or college planning (Simon, 2004).  Over 11,300 parents of 
students at over 1000 schools completed a survey conducted by the National Center for 
Educational Statistics to rate their frequency of involvement.  Sixty-eight percent of 
parents attended school events, 65% helped with homework sometimes, and 21% helped 
with homework frequently.  A discussion about classes was done by 53% and a 
discussion about grades was done by 77%.  Discussions about college and jobs were 
conducted by 69% and 48% of parents, respectively.    
The rate of parental involvement is also affected by what teachers and schools do 
to promote parental involvement.  Elementary school teachers often request very limited 
types of parental involvement (Gonzalez-DeHass & Willems, 2003).  A survey of about 
3,700 first-, third-, and fifth-grade teachers across 600 schools in Maryland revealed that 
the most common parental involvement activity used by teachers was school-home 
communication (90% to 95%; Becker & Epstein, 1982).  Teachers sent notes home, held 
parent-teacher conferences, talked with parents at open houses, and asked parents to 
check and sign homework.  Teachers reported little or no use of parent volunteers in the 
classroom.  The most frequent activity that teachers asked parents to do at home was to 
read to their children (66%).  Other home activities requested by teachers included 
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playing learning games and tutoring (30%), discussing school activities (15%), and 
discussing television shows (2%).  In a later study, 68% of parents were asked by their 
child’s teachers to read with their children, 57% were asked to help with homework, 66% 
were asked to sign homework, 61% were asked to give spelling or math drills, and 49% 
were asked to discuss school activities (Epstein, 1986).   
It is possible that teacher reports underestimate parents’ involvement.  Teachers 
may not know what parents are doing to support children’s education, particularly when 
parents are doing things at home.  One survey of 190 kindergarten and first-grade 
teachers from 65 schools found that more than 50% of the teachers did not know if 
parents were using home activities to support children’s learning (Baker et al., 1999).  
For example, they did not know whether parents helped their children with school 
projects, read with them, or discussed school with them.  Furthermore, a study involving 
66 schools found that parents from higher SES schools exhibited higher levels of 
involvement at the school (e.g., attendance at parent-teacher conferences, classroom 
volunteers) but that parents of both high and low SES schools were equally involved in 
the home-based activities of tutoring and home instructional programs (Hoover-
Dempsey, Bassler, & Brissie, 1987).  The U.S. Department of Education’s (1997) 
interview with parents and guardians of students in grades 6 through 12 also measured 
social capital in the families.  Social capital included discussing future courses, helping 
with homework, and sharing activities.  Results showed that mothers and fathers helped 
with homework at least once per week, 75% helped students in grades 6 through 8, and 
48% helped students in grades 9 through 12. 
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Factors affecting the rate of parental involvement 
There are several possible reasons why parents are not as involved as teachers 
would like them to be (Caspe, 2003; Fine, 1990; Gettinger & Guetschow, 1998; Hoover-
Dempsey & Sandler, 1995; Moles, 1993).  These reasons encompass the systems of 
family and school, the systems that are most influential in the academic, social, and 
emotional development of children. 
School characteristics and parental involvement.  School characteristics, and 
especially school climate, have been shown to affect the rate of parental involvement 
(U.S. Department of Education, 1997; Wright & Smith, 1998).  School climate was 
identified as the best predictor of involvement at school from mother and fathers (U.S. 
Department of Education, 1997).  Parents are more likely to become involved at school if 
the school welcomes the parental involvement, makes it easy for parents to be involved, 
maintains classroom and school discipline, and if teachers and students respect each 
other. 
Some teachers may view parents as unable to work collaboratively, and may not 
try to involve them or tell them how they can help (Christenson & Hirsch, 1998).  Many 
teachers do not know how to involve parents, do not think their involvement will make a 
difference, believe parents do not have the necessary skills, or do not think it is fair to ask 
parents to spend time on school-related activities at home (Becker & Epstein, 1982; Gal 
& Stoudt, 1995).  Additionally, teachers may not have to time to devote to parental 
involvement given their other instructional responsibilities. 
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The culture of the school tends to mimic white, middle-class cultural values, 
resources, and communication methods.  It is possible that teachers may have difficulty 
relating to economically disadvantaged and ethnically diverse parents, whose ways of 
behaving and communicating differ from their own.  Teachers in two elementary schools, 
one predominantly white working-class and the other predominately white upper-middle-
class, perceived the involvement behavior of parents as reflecting the parents’ value of 
education (Lareau, 1989).  Teachers believed that parents who were present at school 
valued education more than parents who were not seen at school.  However, all parents 
had expressed their value of education, whether they were involved at school or not.    
Similarly, teachers reported a higher level of comfort communicating with parents 
with a college education than with parents with less education (Hill et al., 2004).  Also, 
teachers believe that lower-SES parents do not have the skills or interest to be involved 
(Weiss et al., 2003). 
Schools have challenges to meet if they are going to reach all families (Sheldon & 
Epstein, 2005).  For example, schools need to make sure limited English speaking 
families have access to all information in a language they can understand.  Procedures 
need to be in place for communication to flow from school to family and from family to 
school.  Teachers need to initiate communication between schools and families in order 
to find out what parents are doing and to let them know how to help (Drummond & 
Stipek, 2004).  Teachers need to reach out to families and offer them support and 
feedback for what they are doing to help their children learn (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 
2005).  Perhaps most importantly, teachers need to respect families and the variation in 
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resources that families have (Hoover-Dempsey et al.).  Without these provisions, families 
need to be familiar with the dominant culture in order for their students to be successful 
in school (Bourdieu, 1977).   
Family characteristics and parental involvement.  Certain family characteristics 
predict parental involvement.  Practical family considerations may influence parents’ 
decisions to be involved, such as the availability of transportation, babysitting, and 
flexibility of work schedules, (Fine, 1990; Gettinger & Guetschow, 1998; Heymann & 
Earle, 2000).   
Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1995) have identified three psychological factors 
that contribute to parents’ involvement.  First, parents may not be sure what role they 
should play in their children’s schooling or how to interact with teachers (Hoover-
Dempsey & Sandler).  Parents’ role construction is constructed socially, particularly from 
experiences at school and with school staff (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005).  Some 
parents are satisfied with how teachers are handling their child’s education and see no 
need to become involved.  Second, parents may not have the skills that they need to help 
with their child’s schoolwork, or may believe that they will not be effective at helping 
their child (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler).  Third, parents may want to support their 
children’s education but may believe that teachers do not want their help, do not support 
their efforts, or do not value their contributions (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler).   
Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler’s (1995) original theoretical model of why parents 
become involved included two levels.  The first level was comprised of the three factors 
that contribute to the decision to become involved (role-construction, self-efficacy, and 
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invitations), as described above.  The second level was comprised of factors that 
contribute to the parents’ choice of involvement activities.   Hoover-Dempsey, Sandler, 
and colleagues have revised this model (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005; Walker, Wilkins, 
Dallaire, Sandler, & Hoover-Dempsey, 2005).  The revised model combines these two 
levels into one level with three factors: 1) Parents’ motivational beliefs, including role-
construction and self-efficacy; 2) Perceptions of invitations from others, including 
invitations from the school, teacher, and child; and 3) Perceived life context, including 
time, energy, skills, and knowledge.  The parents’ perceived time, energy, skills, and 
knowledge are now viewed as contributing to decisions to become involved.  Moreover, 
the importance of life context variables within the family culture has been recognized. 
The lowest rates of parental involvement are found in economically 
disadvantaged, less-educated, and ethnic minority families (Dauber & Epstein, 1993; 
Dornbusch & Ritter, 1988; Ho, 2002; Moles, 1993).  In one study, 209 third- through 
fifth-grade children, their mothers, and their 28 teachers rated the mother’s involvement 
at school and home (Grolnick et al., 1997).  Parent, teacher, and child rating scales 
measured how frequently parents attended school events, such as parent-teacher 
conferences and activities.  Parent and child rating scales described parent’s cognitive 
involvement with their children, such as going to the library and talking about current 
events.  Finally, parent and child rating scales described the parent’s knowledge about 
their children’s school activities, such as knowing what they do in school and who their 
friends are.  Results showed significantly less involvement at school and with home 
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activities by parents of lower socioeconomic status (SES) and single-parent mothers than 
by parents of higher SES and married parents.   
Similar results were reported when a working-class elementary school was 
compared to a middle-class school (Lareau, 1987).  Sixty percent of the working-class 
school’s parents attended parent-teacher conferences, 50% read to their children, 3% 
volunteered in classrooms, and only a few reviewed homework.  Alternatively, 100% of 
the middle-class parents attended parent-teacher conferences, 96% attended open houses, 
and 43% volunteered in classrooms. 
In another study, 1,135 parents of five Chapter I elementary schools and 1,182 
parents of three Chapter I middle schools rated their involvement at school and at home, 
and their communication with the school (Dauber & Epstein, 1993).  Parents who had 
completed high school or beyond were more involved in their children’s education than 
parents who did not complete high school. 
Over 200 fourth-grade parents completed a questionnaire about their involvement 
at home and at school (Smith et al., 1997).  At-home activities included reading to their 
child, checking their child’s homework, and taking educational trips with their child.  At-
school activities included attending conferences, participating in Parent-Teacher 
Organizations, volunteering, and visiting the classroom.  Parent education level was 
positively correlated with parental involvement at school (r = .17) and at home (r = .18).  
Parent education level was also positively correlated with teachers’ requests for 
involvement (r = .18).  Parent attitudes toward involvement were positively correlated 
with parental involvement at home (r = .25).  In addition, parental involvement at home 
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was positively correlated with parental involvement at school (r = .28).  Similar results 
were found with the U.S. Department of Education (1997) study.  As fathers’ and 
mothers’ education increased, the rate of involvement in school increased.  Moreover, as 
involvement increased at home, so did involvement at school.  Generally, these results 
indicate that the more education a parent has, the more involved they become at school 
and at home, and the more teachers ask them to be involved. 
A survey of 286 parents of children attending a Chapter I elementary school 
resulted in similar findings related to ethnicity (Ho, 2002).  White parents reported more 
frequent involvement at school and at home, and more communication with the school 
than non-White parents (e.g., Hispanic, Asian, Black, Pacific Islander, and Native 
American).  It is possible that Latino parents may not become involved because they 
believe in respecting authority figures and teachers are viewed as authority figures 
(Holloway, Rambaud, Fuller, & Eggers-Pierola, 1995).  Additionally, involvement was 
higher for parents speaking English as their primary language than parents whose primary 
language was not English (Ho).   
Despite the low rates of involvement from economically disadvantaged and 
ethnically diverse parents, most parents believe that involvement in their children’s 
schooling is important (Drummond & Stipek, 2004).  Low-income, ethnically diverse 
parents of 234 children in second and third grade were asked if they should be involved.  
Most parents (56%) said they should help with homework in general, while 21% said 
they should help with reading homework and 35% said they should help with math 
homework.  Additionally, 55% thought they should ask the teacher what their children 
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are learning, 18% thought they should ask their children what they are learning, and 16% 
thought they should go through their children’s school papers to find out what they are 
learning. 
In most studies, parents’ education level and profession were used to define social 
class (Lareau, 1987; Lareau, 1989; Mills & Rubin, 1990).  Parents were identified as 
‘working-class’ when they were high school graduates or high school dropouts and were 
employed in skilled, semiskilled, or unskilled occupations.   Parents were described as 
‘middle-class’ or ‘upper-middle-class’ when they were college graduates and were 
employed as professionals (e.g., executives, managers) or semiprofessionals (e.g., sales, 
technicians).  Parent education alone has also been used as a marker for socioeconomic 
status (Hill et al., 2004).  A low education level was defined as having 12 years of 
schooling (graduation from high school) or less and a high education level was defined as 
receiving an education beyond high school.  This is important because parental education 
has been shown to have an influence on parental involvement in schools (U.S. 
Department of Education, 1997). 
Families belonging to middle or upper social classes have advantages and 
resources that families from lower social class do not have (Lareau, 1989).   These 
advantages and resources are called “cultural capital” (Bourdieu, 1977) and describe 
educational and cultural activities that families from different social classes carry out.  
Examples of cultural capital are reading books, going to the theater, listening to classical 
music, visiting museums and art galleries, and possessing computers, televisions, and 
radios.  There is a positive relationship between the level of education attained by parents 
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and the amount of cultural capital possessed by the family.  As the level of education 
increases, the amount of cultural capital increases.  Parents with less cultural capital have 
a more difficult time helping their children with school (Christenson, 2004).  
Additionally, lower-educated parents may not have the skills to help their children in 
school and may be less confident that they will be effective (Weiss et al., 2003).  
Children from families with more cultural capital enter school better prepared to adjust to 
school and achieve academically (Lareau, 1989).   
Some parents may have difficulties relating to teachers who are different than 
themselves.  Parents of students in two elementary schools, one predominantly white, 
working-class and the other predominately white, upper-middle-class, communicated 
differently with teachers depending on their social class status (Lareau, 1989).  Upper-
middle-class parents had more social and conversational parent-teachers conferences than 
lower class parents.  Unfortunately, the time demands of single parent families, dual 
income families, and lower SES families limit the parents’ ability to be present at the 
school (Christenson, 2004; U.S. Department of Education, 1997; Weiss et al., 2003). 
Attributions and parental involvement.  An additional factor affecting the rate of 
parental involvement could be attributions that parents and teachers make regarding 
parental involvement.  Specifically, attributions made by parents and teachers of differing 
social classes may conflict.  
Attribution Theory 
This study will examine attribution theory as one explanation for limited parental 
participation in specific parental involvement activities.  Attribution theory is a cognitive 
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model of behavior originated by Fritz Heider (Weiner, 1972a).  It provides insights about 
the perceived causes of behavior (Kelley & Michela, 1980).  Attributions are a person’s 
explanations for why a particular event turned out as it did.  For example, a person may 
try to explain why they passed or failed a test.  Their explanation may include: “I worked 
hard for that A”, “I don’t have the ability to do this work”, or “I did not study hard 
enough.” According to Weiner (1972b), these attributions, in turn, give rise to affective 
consequences, such as motivation, and consequently play an important role in 
determining future behaviors.  In the preceding example, the explanation of “I worked 
hard for that A” may result in being proud and working hard in preparation for the next 
test.  Conversely, the explanation of “I don’t have the ability to do this work” may result 
in feeling defeated and not studying for the next test. 
Heider (1958) hypothesized that behavior is influenced by attributions that 
distinguish between the ability of an individual, the difficulty of the task, and the effort 
an individual puts into a task.  Ability and effort were considered to be internal to the 
individual and the difficulty of the task was considered to be external to the individual.  
Subsequently, Rotter (1965) described internal and external dimensions of attributions as 
locus of control.  This refers to whether or not individuals perceive that they possess the 
power or lack the power to control what happens to them.  
Weiner (1972a; 1985) applied Heider’s (1958) and Rotter’s (1965) formulation of 
attribution theory to achievement behavior by first specifying the outcome of the 
achievement task, such as pass or fail.  The outcome is typically followed by a general 
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emotional reaction, which is either positive or negative.  Attributions occur after this 
emotional response and provide explanations for the outcome.   
Attributions are proposed causal antecedents used to explain why an outcome 
occurred (Kelley & Michela, 1980; Weiner, 1985).  Causal antecedents may include 
personal characteristics, such as having a history of failure or success.  They may 
describe circumstances, such as feeling ill or the fire-alarm sounding.  They may also be 
a comparison to what others would do in the same situation.  Finally, causal antecedents 
may describe the motivation the person has for performing or explaining their behavior.  
People make different attributions about academic success or failure depending on their 
personal history and achievement motivation (Weiner, 1972b).   
Attributions are described in terms of three dimensions: locus of causality, 
stability, and controllability (Weiner, 1985).  The first dimension, locus of causality, is 
Rotter’s (1965) locus of control and distinguishes between personal (internal) and 
environmental (external) causes of behavior.  An internal locus of causality is a belief 
that an event is caused by an inherent disposition or personal characteristic of oneself 
(e.g., something within the person; Mills & Rubin, 1990; Weiner, 1985).  The cause of 
behavior is internal if the person intended to behave in that way (Munton, Silverster, 
Stratton, & Hanks, 1999).  An external locus of causality is a belief that an event is 
caused by circumstances or situational influences outside oneself (e.g., something outside 
the person; Mills & Rubin; Weiner).  The cause of the behavior is external if the person 
was reacting to the situation (Munton et al.). 
The second dimension, stability, distinguishes between a stable and enduring and 
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an unstable and changing cause of behavior (Weiner, 1985).  Both internal and external 
causes of behavior can be stable or unstable.  For example, an internal cause of ability 
could be considered stable if it does not change.  In contrast, an internal cause of effort 
could be considered unstable if it could change.  Similarly, an external cause of task 
difficulty could be considered stable if a teacher created every test with the same level of 
difficulty, and an external cause of luck could be considered unstable since it could 
change from day to day.  The final dimension is controllability.  A person may be able to 
or unable to control their behavior.  Ability may be internal, stable and uncontrollable, if 
it is genetically determined.  Effort may be internal, unstable, and controllable, as an 
individual increases or deceases the amount of effort they expend.  Luck may be 
considered external, unstable, and uncontrollable and task difficulty may be considered 
external, stable, and uncontrollable. 
Attribution theory and academic achievement 
Attribution theory has been applied extensively to academic learning and 
understanding the development of achievement motivation.  For achievement tasks, 
typical attributions include ability, effort, task difficulty, and luck (Weiner, 1972; Clark, 
1997).  Success with achievement tasks may result in attributions of high ability, a lot of 
effort, easy tasks, or luck whereas failure may result in attributions of low ability, little 
effort, difficult tasks, or no luck.  Table 2 applies these achievement characteristics to an 
example.  Ability attributions are internal, stable, and uncontrollable, whereas effort 
attributions are internal, unstable, and controllable (Clark).   
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Table 2 
 
Examples of Attribution Theory and Academic Achievement 
 
History 
  
Outcome 
  
Attribution 
 
Failure 
 
  
Fail a test 
  
Internal & uncontrollable: Inability 
Success  Fail a test  Internal & controllable: Lack of effort 
 
These causal dimensions, locus of causality, stability, and controllability, lead to 
emotions and expectations of success.  Thus, when failure is attributed to internal, stable 
causes, such as low ability, it is seen as resulting from a fixed characteristic over which 
the individual does not have control.  Having no control may lead to feelings of 
hopelessness and expectations of continued failure.  Failure attributed to internal, 
unstable, controllable causes, such as lack of effort, is viewed as more changeable and 
thereby under the individual’s control.  Having control may lead to feelings of 
hopefulness and uncertain expectations for future outcomes.    
Weiner has applied his attribution theory principally to student academic 
behavior.  Students who attribute success to internal, controllable causes, such as effort, 
are more likely to feel pride, satisfaction, and confidence, and have a higher sense of self-
esteem (Weiner, 1972b).  Consequently, these students will initiate achievement 
activities, choose to work on more difficult tasks, persist longer in the face of failure, and 
work with greater intensity.  For example, a student who attributes passing a test to effort 
will feel proud of their success and will expect to be successful at future tasks, so they are 
more likely to pursue academic tasks.   
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Students who attribute failure to internal, uncontrollable stable factors, such as 
inability, are more likely to feel shame and humiliation and will show little effort or 
persistence with future tasks.  For example, a student who attributes failing a test to 
inability will feel ashamed and believe they will continue to fail, so they are likely to quit 
trying.   
Students who attribute success to external factors, such as task difficulty, are not 
going to experience the self-enhancing emotions of pride, satisfaction, confidence, or 
self-esteem.  For example, if a student thinks they passed a test because the questions 
were easy, they will not feel pride and their academic behavior may not change.   
Attributions about another’s behavior 
In addition to the attributions that people make about their own behavior, they 
also make attributions about other people’s behavior.  The causal attributions that a 
person makes about another person’s behavior are influenced by what the observer knows 
about the other person’s behavior, what the observer believes about the causes of 
behavior, and why the observer wants to explain the other person’s behavior (Kelley & 
Michela, 1980).  In studying the ratings made regarding one’s self and others, Nisbett, 
Caputo, Legant, and Marocek (1973) found that people tend to use internal attributions to 
explain the negative behavior of others, but use external attributions when describing 
their own negative behavior.   
Overestimating the influence of internal attributions on others and 
underestimating the influence of external attributions is called the “fundamental 
attribution error” (Martin, 1983).  A pair of studies has illustrated this concept (Nisbett et 
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al., 1973).  In the first study, 23 male college students wrote four paragraphs explaining 
why they liked their girlfriend, why they had chosen their major, why their best friend 
liked his girlfriend, and why their best friend chose their major.  Coding of paragraphs 
indicated internal and external reasons.  The participants made more external than 
internal attributions for liking their girlfriend and an equal number of external and 
internal attributions for their best friend liking his girlfriend.  Participants made an equal 
number of external and internal attributions for choosing their major and more internal 
than external attributions for their best friend choosing his major.  The interaction 
between answers for self versus friend and external versus internal attributions was 
significant for both liking a girlfriend and choosing a major.   
In the second study, 24 college students completed questionnaires indicating 
whether a personal trait, the trait’s opposite, or “depends on the situation” described 
themselves, their best friend, their father, an admired acquaintance, and Walter Cronkite 
(Nisbett et al., 1973).  Examples of personal traits and their opposites are: intense/calm, 
energetic/relaxed, cautious/bold, and quiet/talkative.  Results showed that participants 
selected “depends on the situation” significantly more often when describing themselves 
than for the four others. 
There are four possible reasons why the fundamental attribution error can occur 
(Kelley & Michela, 1980; Martin, 1983).  (1) Observers may have access to different 
information than the person actually performing the behavior.  The person performing the 
behavior knows about his or her behavior in many situations whereas the observer only 
knows his or her behavior in one particular situation.  (2) The focus of attention may 
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differ for observers and the person performing the behavior.  The person performing the 
behavior attends to his or her behavior while the observer attends to the other person’s 
behavior.  (3) Observers may expect others to behave as they would in a given situation.  
(4) Internal attributions allow for better future predictions of behavior than external 
attribution.  Therefore, observers may expect the same behavior from that particular 
person in future, similar situations.  
Attribution theory and nonacademic problem behavior 
Attribution theory has also been applied to nonacademic problem behaviors with 
students, teachers, and parents.  In a test of the fundamental attribution error, Guttmann 
(1982) hypothesized that students would attribute the misbehavior of a student similar to 
themselves to external reasons, while teachers and parents would attribute a student’s 
misbehavior to internal reasons.  As evidence of this phenomenon, fourth-, fifth-, and 
sixth-grade students, teachers, and parents from three lower-middle-class schools in Israel 
ranked the importance of 26 reasons for the problem behavior of a hypothetical child.  As 
hypothesized, students attributed the misbehavior to external reasons, such as being 
misunderstood, the teachers’ attitude, other children annoying him, and bad examples at 
home.  Also as hypothesized, teachers attributed the misbehavior to internal reasons, such 
as the child’s need for attention, the need to let off steam, and the desire to gain status.  
Parents, however, attributed equal importance to internal and external reasons to the 
child.  Examples of parents’ internal reasons included the need for attention, 
psychological problems, and bad character.  Examples of parents’ external reasons 
included the neighborhood’s influence and bad examples at home.   
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Attribution theory has also been applied to the nonacademic behavior of 
aggression (e.g., Crick, 1995; Crick, Grotpeter, & Bigbee, 2002; Dodge & Frame, 1982; 
Nasby, Hayden, & DePaulo, 1980; Quiggle, Garger, Panak, & Dodge, 1992).  In one 
study, 252 third- through sixth-grade students nominated up to three peers as 
nonaggressive, relationally aggressive, and both relationally and physically aggressive 
(Crick).  A relationally aggressive student was a person who, when they got mad, got 
even by keeping other people out of their group of friends. A physically aggressive 
student was described as a person who hit, pushed, or shoved other people.  The students 
read hypothetical stories describing a situation in which another student was relationally 
aggressive or physically aggressive but had not been provoked.  Examples of stories 
included “the student does not invite you to a party that a lot of other students have 
already been invited to” and “a peer breaks your radio when you are out of the room.”   
The students selected one of four possible reasons for the relational or physical 
aggression described in the stories.  Two of the reasons described a hostile intent, such as 
“the kid doesn’t want me to come to the party”, and two of the reasons described a benign 
intent, such as “the kid hasn’t had a chance to invite me yet.”  Results indicated that the 
relationally aggressive children made more hostile attributions for relationally aggressive 
situations than for physically aggressive situations.  Children who were identified as both 
relationally and physically aggressive made hostile attributions for both situations.  Both 
groups made more hostile attributions than children identified as nonaggressive.   
These results were replicated in a second study with nonaggressive, relationally 
aggressive, physically aggressive, and both relationally and physically aggressive 
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children (Crick et al., 2002).  When the children were only physically aggressive, they 
attributed hostile intent to instrumental situations more than nonaggressive or relationally 
aggressive peers.  In other studies, children who attributed relational and physical 
aggression to hostile intent were more likely to act aggressively and less likely to behave 
prosocially than children who did not make hostile intent attributions (Crick et al.; Zahn-
Waxler et al, 1994). 
Attribution Theory Applied to Parental Involvement 
Attribution theory is promising for explaining specific parental involvement 
activities because the attributions parents and teachers make about parental involvement 
may influence their actual behavior of being involved or initiating involvement activities.  
In constructing attributions, parents and teachers are likely to make either internal or 
external inferences about the causes of low rates of specific parental involvement 
activities.  For example, specific parental involvement activities may be attributed to a 
parent’s lack of caring about their child’s education (an internal reason) or to a parent’s 
busy work schedule that does not permit them to be very involved (an external reason).   
Attribution theory would predict that teachers and parents would be susceptible to 
the fundamental attribution error.  Teachers may attribute low parental involvement to 
reasons that are internal to the parent.  Consequently, teachers may assume that they can 
do nothing to improve parental involvement and that it rests solely on the parents’ 
shoulders.  Conversely, parents may attribute low parental involvement to reasons that 
are external to them.  They may believe that they can do nothing to improve parental 
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involvement and that the responsibility rests with others, such as teachers, their employer, 
or their spouse.   
If this is the case, attributions held by parents and teachers could contribute to 
potential conflict between them and, ultimately, to low rates of specific parental 
involvement activities.  Beliefs held by teachers and parents translate into actions that can 
either enhance or inhibit parental involvement (Christenson & Hirsch, 1998; Eccles & 
Harold, 1993).  Teacher beliefs could influence their strategies for involving parents, and 
parent beliefs could influence their involved practice.  These parent and teacher beliefs 
can be general or specific to a child (Eccles & Harold).  General beliefs teachers and 
parents have included: assumptions about the role parents play in their children’s 
education, confidence that they can help the child, gender-role schema, their beliefs of 
how the family’s ethnicity affects their involvement, and knowledge of techniques.  
Specific beliefs teachers have regarding the child include: their ability to help the child, 
their desire to help the child, their goals for the child’s education, and their affective 
relationship toward the child.  Specific beliefs parents have regarding the child include: 
achievement expectations, perceptions of child’s abilities and interests, value of various 
skills, socialization goals, and self-efficacy. 
Differences in attributions that parents and teachers make for low rates of specific 
parental involvement activities may lead to conflicts or blaming.  For example, parents 
and teachers may have disagreements about the role parents play in their children’s 
education (Christenson & Hirsch, 1998).  Parents may believe that teachers are 
responsible for their children’s education and blame teachers when they their children are 
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having difficulties.  Conversely, teachers may believe they need help from parents with 
school activities at home.  Conflicts may also arise when teachers and parents disagree 
about what techniques should be used to teach and discipline children at school.  If the 
disagreement is not resolved, one or both may become frustrated, hostile, or complain to 
an authority figure, such as the school principal. 
Specific beliefs parents have about what contributes to their child’s academic 
success may influence their rate of involvement.  Parents may make internal or external 
attributions about their child.  Internal attributions to the child may be the amount of 
effort they put into school or their academic ability.  External attributions to the child 
may be luck or the teachers’ or parents’ help with school work.   
Only one study was found that assessed the degree and type of parental 
involvement at home and school, and parental attributions made about their child’s 
achievement (Georgiou, 1999).  Of the 473 parents, 28.5% were classified into a low 
socioeconomic status (SES), 53.1% were classified into an average SES, and 18.4% were 
classified into a high SES, as SES was measured by the parents’ education level, 
occupation, and income.  Parents who attributed their child’s academic achievement to 
significant others (an external factor) were more controlling of their child’s behavior.  
Results showed a significant correlation between attributing achievement to factors 
external to the child and the parent’s behavior of controlling their child’s diet and 
appearance, TV watching time, approval of friends, encouragement to read and try new 
hobbies, and providing lessons to promote talents.  There was not a significant correlation 
between attributing achievement to factors external of the child and the parent’s help with 
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homework and monitoring of school progress.  SES was found to correlate with school 
achievement; however, the correlation between SES and parental attributions was not 
computed. 
Family characteristics and attributions 
It is also possible that teachers’ or parents’ parental involvement attributions may 
differ depending on the socioeconomic status of a parent (Lareau, 1989).  For example, 
some teachers believe that low-income families and parents with no college education 
have low educational expectations for their children, lack the skills to effectively help 
their children, are not concerned about their children and are, therefore, generally less 
involved in schooling (Caspe, 2003; Dauber & Epstein, 1993).  Teachers form these 
beliefs about all low-income families and low-education parents based on their past 
experiences with similar families or siblings, and their own knowledge, values, and 
perceptions from their experiences as a child or parent (Caspe).    
Parents of differing social classes have different resources and dispositions.  
Middle-class and upper-middle-class parents have the confidence and competence to help 
their children and can afford educational materials, convenient childcare, and 
transportation.  Working-class parents may not have the confidence or ability to help their 
children and may not be able to afford new educational materials, childcare, or 
transportation to the school.  Some parents believe that teachers do not tell them how to 
help, provide them with materials to help, and make meeting times convenient (Gettinger 
& Guetschow, 1998).  
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Collecting, Categorizing, and Coding Attributions 
How attributions have been collected 
Prior researchers have gathered attributions by using vignettes presented with a 
list of attributions, vignettes with open-ended response formats, video-taped interactions 
with open-ended response formats, and open-ended questions. 
The use of hypothetical stories describing relational and instrumental provocation 
situations have been used by Crick and her colleagues (Crick, 1995; Crick et al., 2002).  
In one study, 10 hypothetical stories were read by 252 third-, fourth-, fifth-, and sixth-
grade children (Crick).  The children selected one of four presented attributions 
describing the intent of the aggressor in the stories.  In two subsequent studies, the same 
10 hypothetical stories were presented to 825 third-grade children and 535 third- to sixth-
grade children.  Again, the children selected one of four presented attributions for the 
intent of the aggressor (Crick et al.).   
To assess parents’ attributions for their children’s aggressive and social 
withdrawal behavior, Mills and Rubin (1990) had 122 mothers and 67 fathers of 4-year-
old children read four vignettes describing their child being aggressive at preschool or at 
home and their child being socially withdrawn at preschool or at a birthday party.  
Parents responded to the open-ended question, “Why do you think that your child has 
been acting this way?”  Similarly, videotaped parent-child interactions designed to elicit 
inattentive-overactive, oppositional-defiant, and prosocial behaviors were presented to 91 
parents of 83 children (Johnston, Reynolds, Freeman, & Geller, 1998).   Sixty-one were 
parents of 34 children (average age 8 years old) with ADHD and 49 were parents of 30 
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children (average age 8 years, 4 months) without problems.  Parents responded to an 
open-ended question asking why they thought their child performed a specific behavior 
displayed in the video-taped interaction.  Another study assessed children’s attributions 
for conflicts with friends (Joshi & Ferris, 2002).  Seventy-three children between the ages 
of 9 and 12 respond to an open-ended question, “Why do you think fights with friends 
happen at all?”   
Other uses of vignettes with open-ended response formats 
Children, parents, and teachers have been presented with vignettes to elicit 
possible reactions.  In one study, 97 kindergarten children were presented with a vignette 
describing a conflict between a child and their father, mother, or a peer (McDowell, 
Parke, & Sptizer, 2002).  The children were asked to imagine the conflict happening to 
them and what strategies they would use to resolve the conflict.  In the same study, both 
of the children’s parents read two vignettes describing a social situation in which they or 
their child were interrupted.  The parents were asked to describe what they would do and 
what they would want to accomplish and what their child should do and what they would 
want their child to accomplish.   
Finally, 94 elementary school teachers read 6 vignettes describing physical, 
verbal, and social exclusion bullying (Yoon & Kerber, 2003).  Teachers responded to an 
open-ended question asking how they would respond to the perpetrators in each situation.   
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How attributions have been categorized and coded 
The use of an open-ended response format requires a coding system to categorize 
attributions.  The responses of 189 parents to the open-ended question, “Why do you 
think that your child has been acting this way?” were categorized according to locus of 
causality and type of attribution (Mills & Rubin, 1990).   Two coders were trained to 
identify responses as an internal and stable, internal and unstable, or external attribution 
until the level of agreement between them and one of the investigators was 80%.  
Intercoder agreement was calculated as the number of agreements divided by the total 
number of agreements and disagreements.   
The responses that 91 parents gave to an open-ended question asking why they 
thought their child performed a specific behavior displayed in a video-taped parent-child 
interaction were coded into seven categories (Johnston et al., 1998).  They were coded 
according to locus of causality, controllability, and stability attributions: internal-
controllable-stable, internal-controllable-unstable, internal-uncontrollable-stable, internal-
uncontrollable-unstable, external-situational, external-parent, and medication.  Three 
coders were trained and all responses were coded by two of three coders.  Intercoder 
agreement was calculated as the number of agreements divided by the total number of 
agreements and disagreements.  Disagreements were re-coded in group meetings. 
General categories of causes were generated for the responses of 73 children to 
the question “Why do you think fights with friends happen at all?”  (Joshi & Ferris, 
2002).  Categorizing the responses was done a second time to ensure that the categories 
were exhaustive and to refine the definition of each category.  Four categories of causes 
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were identified: human or relationship characteristics, interactional condition, person 
characteristics, and extraneous characteristics.  Next, the responses were coded according 
to locus of causality (e.g., internal, external, or mutual/interpersonal) and stability.  
Intercoder agreement was calculated for the general categories of causes, locus of 
causality, and stability.  However, the calculation used was not specified. 
A vignette approach was also used because parents and teachers would be allowed 
to make unbiased judgments about limited parental participation in specific parental 
involvement activities and judge the same event.  Additionally, specific home-based and 
school-based parental involvement activities could be assessed through vignettes.  
Finally, the mother’s education and profession could be manipulated to allow the 
evaluation of attributions based on socioeconomic status. 
Studies designed to assess attributions were reviewed to determine a method for 
assessing parents’ attributions for the limited parental participation in specific parental 
involvement activities described in the vignettes.  Most studies used rating scales to 
assess attributions (Antshel, Brewster, & Waisbren, 2004; Dodge & Frame, 1982; 
Georgiou, 1999; Guttmann, 1982; Keltikangas-Jarvinen, 1989; Quiggle et al., 1992; 
Russell, McAuley & Tarico, 1987).  Respondents are asked to rate a list of potential 
causes of behavior along dimensions of locus, control, and stability or rate level of 
agreement with causes.  However, using a rating scale poses two concerns (Guttmann; 
Johnston et al., 1998; McDowel1 et al., 2002).  First, they restrict the respondent’s ability 
to spontaneously generate reasons.  Second, they presume that the researcher-determined 
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reasons are a comprehensive representation of all possible reasons.  Therefore, an open-
ended response format was used in this study. 
The use of an open-ended response format requires the use of a coding method.  
Methods for coding teacher and parent responses to the vignettes were adapted from 
methods used in previous studies (Earn & Sobol, 1990; Johnston et al., 1998; Joshi & 
Ferris, 2002; Mills & Rubin, 1990; Munton et al., 1999).  Two of these studies assessed 
parents’ attributions for their children’s behavior (Johnston et al.; Mills & Rubin).  
Johnston et al. videotaped parent-child interactions designed to elicit inattentive-
overactive, oppositional-defiant, and prosocial behaviors.  Sixty-one parents of 34 
children (average age 8 years old) with ADHD and 49 parents of 30 children (average 
age 8 years, 4 months) without problems responded to an open-ended question asking 
why they thought their child performed a specific behavior.  To assess parents’ 
attributions for their children’s aggressive and social withdrawal behavior, Mills and 
Rubin had 122 mothers and 67 fathers of 4-year-old children read four vignettes and 
respond to the open-ended question, “Why do you think that your child has been acting 
this way?”  Another study assessed children’s attributions for conflicts with friends (Joshi 
& Ferris).  Seventy-three children between the ages of 9 and 12 respond to an open-ended 
question, “Why do you think fights with friends happen at all?”   
Summary 
There has not been sufficient research examining the causal attributions made by 
parents and teachers about low rates of specific parental involvement activities. Parent 
involvement is what parents do to enhance their children’s schooling success and 
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strengthen the communication they have with their children’s school.  Differences in 
causal attributions that teachers and parents make for low rates of specific parental 
involvement activities may lead to misunderstandings and relationship conflict 
(Christenson & Hirsch, 1998; Robins, Mendelsohn, Connell, & Kwan, 2004).  
Interactions between teachers and parents will likely be more positive, cooperative, and 
understanding if they understand each other’s explanations for low rates of specific 
parental involvement activities (Guttmann, 1982).  Additionally, the reasons one person 
gives for another’s behavior will affect his or her own attitude and behavior toward that 
person.  Awareness of the fundamental attribution error may help teachers and parents 
view parental involvement from different perspectives (Martin, 1983).   
Research Questions 
This study will identify and compare the causal attributions that teachers and 
parents make regarding perceived limited parental participation in specific parental 
involvement activities to support their children's schooling.  For purposes of 
measurement, the operational description of parental involvement was narrowed to 
include parental response to tutoring worksheets sent home with the child and parental 
attendance at school meetings scheduled with the teacher.  These activities of parental 
involvement are a part of most definitions of parental involvement and are easiest to 
isolate.  The study will also examine differences in causal attributions that parents and 
teachers make about perceived limited participation by lower-educated versus higher-
educated parents in specific parental involvement activities.  Specifically, three research 
questions will be examined:   
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1. To what do teachers and parents attribute perceived limited parental 
participation in specific parental involvement activities? 
2. Do teachers differ from parents in the causal attributions (internal vs external) 
that they make for perceived limited parental participation in specific parental 
involvement activities?  
3. Do parents and teachers differ in the internal attributions that they make about 
the perceived limited participation by lower-educated versus higher-educated 
parents in specific parental involvement activities? 
Based on Caspe’s (2003) research on teachers’ understanding of families and 
attribution theory (Kelley & Michela, 1980) it is hypothesized that teachers will 
tend to attribute perceived limited parental participation in specific parental 
involvement activities to reasons within the parent (internal causality) for lower-
educated parents and to reasons outside the parent (external causality) for higher-
educated parents.   
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CHAPTER III 
METHOD 
This study will identify and compare the causal attributions that teachers and 
parents make regarding perceived limited parental participation in specific parental 
involvement activities to support their children's schooling.  For purposes of 
measurement, the operational description of parental involvement was narrowed to 
include parental response to tutoring worksheets sent home with the child and parental 
attendance at school meetings with the teacher.  These activities of parental involvement 
are a part of most definitions of parental involvement and are easiest to isolate.  The 
study will also examine differences in causal attributions that parents and teachers make 
about perceived limited participation by lower-educated versus higher-educated parents 
in specific parental involvement activities.   
A researcher-developed attribution questionnaire was used to identify and 
compare the causal attributions made by teachers and parents for perceived limited 
parental participation in specific parental involvement activities to support their children's 
schooling.  The independent variables in this study were the education level and 
profession of the mother in the questionnaire vignettes and respondent status as a parent 
or teacher.  
Participants 
Participants for the study were 80 regular education teachers in seven public 
elementary schools and 80 parents or guardians of children in the same seven elementary 
schools.  This sample size is appropriate for maintaining 88% power to detect a moderate 
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effect size (Cohen’s f = .25).  Two hundred and fifty-five regular education teachers had 
been invited to participate in the study.  The 80 participating teachers represent 31% of 
the invited teachers.  The majority of the teachers were White/Caucasian females 
teaching for less than 11 years (60%) and were parents (63%) of children younger than 
12 years old (43%) or older than 18 years old (35%).  The distribution of the grades 
taught was fairly evenly distributed from kindergarten through fifth grade.  The ethnicity 
and gender composition of the respondent sample was similar to that of all the teachers in 
the school district (i.e., 96% White and 78% female).  Table 3 provides the teacher 
demographic information.   
The investigator asked 120 parents to participate in the study while they attended 
parent-teacher conferences held at the school and 80 parents agreed.  Fifty-five (69%) of 
the parents were White/Caucasian mothers who had attended some college.  This 
distribution of ethnicity is similar to the proportion of White students (78%) in the district 
for grades K through 5.  Nineteen percent of these mothers were homemakers and 11% 
were nurses.  Table 4 provides the parent demographic information. 
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Table 3 
Teacher Demographics 
 
Demographic Variable n % of sample 
 
Gender 
  
   Female 66 83% 
   Male 11 14% 
Ethnicity   
   White/Caucasian 68 86% 
   Other 11 14% 
Number of Years Teaching   
   1 to 10 years 46 60% 
  11 to 20 years 17 22% 
  Over 20 years 14 16% 
Grade Level Taught   
  Kindergarten 11 14% 
  First  14 18% 
  Second 15 19% 
  Third 13 17% 
  Fourth 13 17% 
  Fifth 12 15% 
Parents of children   
  All under 12 years old 21 43% 
  All under 18 years old  3 8% 
  All over 18 years old 17 35% 
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Table 4 
Parent Demographics 
 
Demographic Variable 
 
n 
 
% of sample 
 
Relationship to student 
 
  
   Father 
 
17 22% 
   Mother 61 77% 
   Other 1 1% 
Ethnicity   
   White/Caucasian 68 86% 
   Other 11 14% 
Education Level   
   Did not finish High School  4 5% 
   High School Graduate or GED 21 26% 
   Attended some college 29 37% 
   College Graduate 25 32% 
 
Measures 
To assess parents’ and teachers’ causal attributions for perceived limited parental 
participation in specific parental involvement activities in this study, Attribution 
Questionnaires were developed, each consisting of a hypothetical vignette and an open-
ended response format.   The decision to use vignettes was based on several reasons.  
First, studies have shown that vignettes are useful ways to assess how people would 
respond in real-life situations (Crick, 1995; McDowell et al., 2002; Mills & Rubin, 1990; 
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Yoon & Kerber, 2003).  Second, the use of vignettes allowed parents and teachers to 
make unbiased judgments about limited parental participation in specific parental 
involvement activities.  They could generate a list of possible reasons they believed 
contributed to limited parental participation in specific parental involvement activities 
without input from others.   
Third, specific home-based and school-based parental involvement activities 
could be assessed through vignettes.  This allowed for more than one type of involvement 
to be assessed.  Fourth, all respondents rated the same event in a vignette.  Finally, 
descriptions of the mother’s education and profession in the vignette could be 
manipulated to allow for the evaluation of attributions based on socioeconomic status. 
Studies designed to assess attributions were reviewed to determine a method for 
assessing parents’ attributions for the limited parental participation in specific parental 
involvement activities described in the vignettes.  Most studies used rating scales to 
assess attributions (Antshel et al., 2004; Dodge & Frame, 1982; Georgiou, 1999; 
Guttmann, 1982; Keltikangas-Jarvinen, 1989; Quiggle et al., 1992; Russell et al., 1987).  
Respondents were asked to rate a list of potential causes of behavior along dimensions of 
locus, control, and stability or rate level of agreement with causes.  However, using a 
rating scale restricts the respondent’s ability to spontaneously generate reasons and 
presumes that the researcher-determined reasons are a comprehensive representation of 
all possible reasons (Guttmann; Johnston et al., 1998; McDowell et al., 2002).   
Respondents in this study were asked to write an open-ended response describing 
why something occurred.  An open-ended response format allowed respondents to 
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spontaneously generate attributions without restriction to a generated list of possible 
reasons (Guttmann, 1982; Johnston et al., 1998; McDowell et al., 2002).  
Attribution Questionnaire.  Four forms of the Attribution Questionnaire were 
used.  All forms are included in Appendix B.  The first section of the questionnaire asked 
the respondents to provide general demographic information about themselves.  Parents 
reported their relationship to their student, ethnicity, education level attained, and 
profession.  Teachers reported their gender, ethnicity, grade level they taught, the number 
of years teaching experience, their status as a parent, and if they had children, the ages of 
their children.   
In the second section of the questionnaire, each participant read one of two 
vignettes about a hypothetical mother of a third-grade child, Jamie, who is having 
difficulty in mathematics.  The low-education vignette depicted Jamie with a mother who 
had a high school diploma, worked in an unskilled profession that did not require a 
college diploma (i.e., housekeeping at a hotel). An accompanying picture showed a small, 
single-family house that was at least 50 years old.  The high-education vignette depicted 
Jamie with a mother who had a college degree, was a professional (i.e., a lawyer).  An 
accompanying picture showed a larger single-family house that was less than 10 years 
old.  In all other respects, the two vignettes were identical, with both vignettes describing 
low parent involvement based on the narrow operational description of parental 
involvement to include parental response to tutoring worksheets sent home with the child 
and parental attendance at school meetings scheduled with the teacher.  After reading the 
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vignette, parents and teachers were asked to write: “What are the likely reasons why this 
mother was not coming to the teacher meetings or why the worksheets weren’t returned?”   
Procedure 
The investigator e-mailed a brief summary of the project along with an invitation 
to participate to school principals of Lincoln Public Schools with whom the investigator 
had conducted previous research.  To follow up, the investigator called the principal or 
sent a second e-mail to the principal to request their participation.  When the principal 
agreed, the investigator arranged to either attend a staff meeting or provide the principal 
with the questionnaires to distribute to teachers.  To ensure that 80 teachers completed 
questionnaires, the investigator distributed the questionnaires in both ways at the seventh 
school.  Teachers were randomly assigned to one of two conditions.  Approximately half 
the teachers (38) read the Form C vignette about a low-educated mother of a third-grade 
child with academic difficulties living in the pictured single-family house.  The other half 
(42) read the Form D vignette about a high-educated mother of third-grade child with 
academic difficulties living in the pictured larger, single-family house.  The investigator 
recruited parents at parent-teacher conferences held at the same schools by setting up a 
table in the hallway, identified by the principal as a “high traffic” area, and asking parents 
to volunteer to participate.  In this way, the investigator approached approximately 120 
parents while they were waiting for conferences and asked them if they would complete a 
questionnaire regarding parental involvement in children’s schooling.  If a parent agreed 
to participate, they were given an informed consent information form that explained the 
research.  Then the investigator gave the parent a pen and a questionnaire on a clipboard 
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and walked away.  The investigator continued to approach parents until 80 questionnaires 
were completed.  Half the parents (40) read the Form A vignette about a low-educated 
mother of a third-grade child with academic difficulties living in the pictured single-
family house.  The other half (40) read the Form B vignette about a high-educated mother 
of a third-grade child with academic difficulties living in the pictured larger, single-
family house.   
Coding of causal attributions.  The responses were coded to determine the 
attributions that parents and teachers made for perceived limited parental participation in 
specific parental involvement activities and the type of attributions (internal versus 
external) that they made.  The use of an open-ended response format requires a coding 
method to interpret the responses.  Methods for coding teacher and parent responses to 
the vignettes were adapted from methods used in previous research (Johnston et al., 1998; 
Joshi & Ferris, 2002; Mills & Rubin, 1990; Munton et al., 1999).  These methods were 
tested in a pilot study (summarized in Appendix C) and are described below. 
First, the investigator parsed each Attribution Questionnaire response into 
separate attributions.  Separate attributions in each response were identified by periods, 
commas, ‘and’ and ‘or’ markers, line spaces, bullets, or numbers.  The investigator 
marked the beginning of each new attribution with a capital letter.  Another graduate 
student independently parsed a random sample of 37% of the Attribution Questionnaire 
responses (30) for reliability purposes.  An agreement of 92% was obtained, with the 
investigator identifying nine attributions not identified by the graduate student and the 
graduate student identifying one attribution not identified by the investigator.   
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Second, the investigator trained three graduate students to code the attributions as 
representing an internal or external locus of causality.  Graduate students were trained 
using 30 questionnaires from a pilot study conducted in the spring of 2005.  An internal 
locus of causality was described as something within the mother, such as the vignette 
mother’s feelings, thoughts, beliefs, and physical health (Mills & Rubin, 1990; Weiner, 
1985).  An external locus of causality was described as something outside the mother, 
such as the vignette mother’s work situation, family situation, and circumstances 
surrounding the schoolwork sent home (Mills & Rubin, 1990; Weiner, 1985).  See Table 
5 for the operational definitions and examples from the pilot study.   
Two of the graduate students independently coded two sets of 15 questionnaires 
each from the pilot study.  Disagreements were discussed following the coding of each 
set of 15 questionnaires.   Agreement for the first set of 15 questionnaires was 95% and 
agreement for the second set of 15 questionnaires was 97%. 
Third, two of the graduate students independently coded each attribution in all 
160 questionnaires from this study as representing either an internal or external locus of 
causality.  The coders were blind to the demographic information and did not know if the 
responses were from teachers or parents. 
Fourth, intercoder agreement was monitored after the two graduate students had 
coded 20 questionnaires of each form (A, B, C and D).  Agreement was calculated as the 
number of agreements of locus of causality over the possible number of agreements times 
100.  Agreement for the two sets of Form A questionnaires was 92% and 94%.  
Agreement for the two sets of Form B questionnaires was 95% and 96 %.  Agreement for 
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the two sets of Form C questionnaires was 90% and 94%.  Agreement for the two sets of 
Form D questionnaires was 94% and 97%.  Disputed codes were re-coded by the third 
graduate student and majority opinion was used as data for the study.   
Table 5 
Internal and External Locus of Causality 
Locus of Causality Definition (Mills & Rubin, 1990) Examples 
Internal An inherent disposition or property 
or personal characteristic of the 
mother 
Views, thinks, feels, 
believes, considers, regards, 
perceives, assumes, deems, 
and judges 
External Circumstances or situational 
influences 
Works evenings, busy, 
worksheets did not make it 
home, and other children to 
care for. 
 
Finally, Cohen’s Kappa, an index that corrects for chance agreements, was used 
to assess intercoder reliability when all coding was complete.  Kappa values range from   
-1 to +1 (Cohen, 1960).  A value of 1 indicates perfect agreement, a value of 0 indicates 
chance-level agreement, and values less than 0 indicate poorer than chance-level 
agreement.  Cutoff values indicating the strength of the agreement were adopted from 
Landis and Koch (1977).  Cohen’s Kappa was .876, indicating high agreement. 
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 The number of internal and external attributions was totaled separately.  The 
proportion of internal attributions was then calculated for each participant by dividing the 
number of internal attributions by the total number of attributions (internal plus external).   
Data and Analysis 
Data for this study were: (a) respondent status as a parent or teacher; (b) parent 
relationship to the student; (c) ethnicity of parent and teacher; (d) education level attained 
by parents; (e) parent’s profession; (f) gender of teacher; (g) grade level taught by 
teacher; (h) number of years teaching experience; (i) status of the teacher as a parent; (j) 
the ages of the teacher’s children; (k) socioeconomic status of the vignette mother (low or 
high); and (l) proportion of internal attributions.  See Appendix A for a list of the 
variables and the nature of the data.  
Data Entry.  A single data file was created for all parent and teacher data.  All 
parent and teacher data were entered individually with each participant’s demographic 
information and proportion of internal attributions.   
Analysis.  Parent and teacher participant demographic information was gathered 
for descriptive purposes only.  Data were analyzed using a two-way ANOVA to examine 
the effect of respondent type (teacher or parent) and the target parent’s education level 
(low or high) on internal attributions.  Results were examined to determine (a) the 
differences in the proportion of internal and external attributions parents and teachers 
make for low levels of parental involvement, and (b) the influence of a target parents’ 
education level.  
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CHAPTER IV 
RESULTS 
 First, the nature of the attributions that teachers and parents made for perceived 
limited parental participation in specific parental involvement activities was described.  
Second, means and standard deviations for parents’ and teachers’ attributions were 
computed.  Third, a two-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) with the proportion of 
internal attributions as a dependent variable was conducted.  With this analysis, 
differences in the proportion of internal attributions between teachers and parents for the 
two vignette conditions would appear as a significant interaction effect (Respondent X 
Vignette Condition). 
Descriptive Data 
Teachers and parents identified a total of 623 attributions.  Of these 623, 105 were 
distinct attributions (some attributions were made by more than one participant).  Sixty-
five attributions were coded as representing an internal locus of causality and 40 were 
coded as representing an external locus of causality.  The mean number of internal 
attributions per parent was 1.85, whereas the mean number of external attributions per 
parent was 1.36.  Two parents did not provide any useable attributions.  The mean 
number of internal attributions per teacher was 2.5, whereas the mean number of external 
attributions per teacher was 2.11.  The 105 attributions have been grouped into 15 
categories (See Table 6).  The first 8 categories contain causes that were identified as 
representing an internal locus of causality, while the last 7 categories contain causes that 
were identified as representing an external locus of causality.   
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Table 6 
Causal Attributions for Limited Participation in Specific Parental Involvement Activities 
 
Attribution Category 
   Parent 
Frequency 
Teacher 
Frequency 
Locus of 
Causality 
1.   The mother’s views about the problem and  
      involvement 
44 46 Internal 
2.   The mother’s physical, emotional, and mental  
      status 
39 40 Internal 
3.   The mother’s negative relationship with the school  
      and teacher 
18 54 Internal 
4.   The mother’s lack of ability to help 23 35 Internal 
5.   The mother’s feelings/views about herself and her  
      child 
7 13 Internal 
6.   The mother’s lack of education and her feelings  
      about it 
10 8 Internal 
7.   The mother’s lack of parenting abilities 6 3 Internal 
8.   Poor relationship between the mother and child 2 1 Internal 
      Subtotal Internal Attributions 149 (59%) 200 (54%) 349 (56%) 
9.   The mother’s busy life 69 86 External 
10. Child’s responsibilities 17 45 External 
11. School or teacher’s responsibilities 5 14 External 
12. The mother’s additional responsibilities 3 11 External 
13. The mother’s limited resources 5 9 External 
14. The mother’s other relationships 4 3 External 
15. The father’s responsibilities 2 1 External 
      Subtotal External Attributions 105 (41%) 169 (46%) 274 (44%) 
Total Internal and External Attributions 254 (100%) 369 (100%) 623 (100%) 
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The first category is the mother’s views about the problem and involvement.  
Twenty-one respondents noted that the mother did not care, 17 said that the mother did 
not make the child’s education a priority, 11 mentioned that the mother thought it was the 
school’s responsibility, 10 thought that the mother did not think the problem was as bad 
as it seemed or was in denial that there was a problem, and 10 thought that the mother did 
not think school or math was important.  Additional reasons given by respondents were 
that the mother did not think involvement was important, was too busy to be a parent, or 
did not teach her child about the importance of school.  Examples of responses included, 
“Not care enough to help her daughter learn it” and “No or low priority of child’s 
education.” 
Attributions regarding the mother’s physical, emotional, and mental status are 
included in the second category.  Eighteen respondents mentioned that the mother was 
probably tired, 13 thought that the mother was stressed or overwhelmed, and 10 thought 
that the mother was using drugs or alcohol.  Additional reasons included in this category 
were that the mother had personal issues, forgot, was sick, or had a mental illness.  
Examples of responses included, “She could be just very tired” and “The mother is 
overwhelmed with job and kid’s homework, activities, etc.” 
The third category, the mother’s negative relationship with the school and 
teacher, encompasses the mother’s point of view of how she felt about the school and the 
teacher and how they treated her.  The most prevalent response in this category was that 
the mother felt intimidated and uncomfortable at the school, with the teacher, or with the 
math work.  Additional responses in this category were that the mother did not 
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understand what the problem was, felt embarrassed to face the teacher, was afraid to hear 
what the teacher had to say, believed that the teacher was targeting her child, or was not 
getting along with the teacher.  Examples of responses included, “Many times a parent 
can be intimidated by a child’s math and need more than a simple worksheet” and 
“Embarrassed to see math teacher.” 
The fourth category, the mother’s lack of ability to help, included beliefs that the 
mother did not know how to help with the math (mentioned by 51 respondents), did not 
know how to ask for help, and felt incompetent.  Examples of responses included, “The 
mother may also not know how to do the math so she can’t tutor Jamie” and “Mother 
feels incompetent.” 
The fifth category, the mother’s feelings/views about herself and her child, 
described the mother as being generally embarrassed about herself and her child 
(mentioned by 14 respondents), being career-oriented, and not liking others telling her 
what to do.  Examples of responses included, “Maybe she is embarrassed for some reason 
of herself or her child” and “Mother felt ashamed that she was a single parent and 
couldn’t face teacher.”  The sixth category is the mother’s lack of education and her 
feelings about it.  These reasons included that the mother was embarrassed about not 
graduating and did not know how to help, and the mother was afraid of doing poorly with 
her child and of her child knowing of her incompetence.  Examples of responses 
included, “Mother embarrassed for not graduating and math teacher did” and “Maybe she 
didn’t feel that successful in school and therefore is brining that baggage with her.” 
Included in the seventh category, the mother’s lack of parenting abilities, were 
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explanations that the mother lacked parenting skills, did not pay attention to the child or 
the problem, and did not check the child’s backpack for school work.  Examples of 
responses included, “The mom did not ask the child about the worksheets” and “The 
mother didn’t take care of her child.”  In the eighth category, poor relationship between 
the mother and child, respondents mentioned fighting, a power struggle, and lack of 
communication between the mother and child.  Examples of responses included, “Lack of 
communication with child” and “Mother’s relationship deteriorates when she asks her 
child to sit down with her to complete work and a power struggle ensues.” 
The two most frequently cited possible reasons for the mother’s low rate of 
involvement was that she was simply busy and she had to work.  Both of these reasons 
were mentioned by 68 respondents and fall under the ninth category, the mother’s busy 
life.  Examples of responses included, “She is too busy trying to keep up with work and 
responsibilities of being a single parent” and “She may have been really busy.”  The tenth 
category is the child’s responsibilities.  Thirty-seven respondents thought the child did 
not bring the worksheets home or did not give the mother the worksheets.  Other reasons 
were that the child had lost the worksheets or threw them away, did not give the mother 
messages from the teacher, did not bring the worksheets back to school, did not try to do 
the work, and was involved in too many extracurricular activities.  Examples of responses 
included, “The child has not shown worksheets to the parent” and “Homework didn’t 
arrive home.” 
In the eleventh category, school or teacher’s responsibilities, 10 respondents 
mentioned that meetings were not scheduled at times that were convenient for the mother.  
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Additionally, four mentioned that the teacher did not make the worksheets 
understandable, and three mentioned that the teacher talked in a negative tone of voice 
and only said negative things about the child.  Examples of responses included, “Teacher 
scheduled the meetings without consulting mother about times she is available” and “The 
teacher doesn’t explain how to help.”  The twelfth category, the mother’s additional 
responsibilities, suggested that the mother may have cared for other children, cared for 
other relatives, worked more than one job, or had cultural and religious commitments.  
Examples of responses included, “Special needs children at home that require more 
attention” and “Unexpected emergencies.” 
The thirteenth category is the mother’s limited resources and included a lack of 
childcare, transportation, and support.  Examples of responses included, “Trouble 
scheduling childcare” and “No or lack of transportation.”  The fourteenth category, the 
mother’s other relationships, suggested that the mother had a bad or abusive relationship 
with a boyfriend or conflicts with the father.  Examples of responses included, “Maybe a 
new boyfriend was around and got all of mother’s attention” and “Jamie’s mom got beat 
by Jamie’s dad every time the school points out that Jamie is having problems and so 
Jamie’s mom can’t attend or worse yet she has begun to deny problems.”  Finally, the last 
category, the father’s responsibilities, suggested that the father might say he would help 
and then not follow through or the father could have partial custody of the child, which 
limited the mother’s available time to help her child.  Examples of responses included, 
“Father said he would help son and never did” and “Maybe father had son in evenings.” 
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Means and standard deviations for teachers’ and parents’ proportion of internal 
attributions are included in Table 7.  Results show that the mean proportion of internal 
attributions for teachers and parents was the same at .53.  This indicates that parents and 
teachers provided an almost equal number of internal and external attributions for 
perceived limited parental participation in specific parental involvement activities, 
regardless of the vignette condition.  Depending on the vignette condition, the mean 
proportion of internal attributions identified differed.  For example, the mean proportion 
of internal attributions for teachers and parents who read the lower-education vignette 
was .57 and .69, respectively.  Parents identified approximately 12% more internal 
attributions than teachers did when reading the lower-education vignette.  The proportion 
of internal attributions for parents who read the lower-education vignette was .69.  
Therefore, these parents also identified a proportion of external attributions of .31.   
Table 7 
Means and Standard Deviations for Vignette Education Conditions as a Function of 
Respondent 
 Teacher  Parent  Total 
Vignette M SD N   M SD N   M SD N 
Lower-Education .57 .25 38  .69 .23 39  .63 .25 77 
Higher-Education .49 .29 42  .38 .33 39  .44 .32 81 
Total .53 .27 80  .53 .33 78  .53 .30 158 
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Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) 
A 2 (respondent) X 2 (vignette education) ANOVA with the proportion of internal 
attributions as the dependent variable revealed a significant interaction effect (F( 1,154) =  
6.373; p < .05).  An interaction effect is testing to see if the differences in the population 
means of the proportion of internal attributions among respondents (teachers and parents) 
is the same across vignette conditions (lower-education and higher-education).  The 
significant interaction indicates that the mean proportion of internal attributions depended 
on both the respondent and vignette condition.  A statistically significant interaction 
implies that the main effects are not directly interpretable.   
Table 8 
Summary of Two-Way Analysis of Variance for Respondent and Vignette Education 
Conditions 
 
Source 
 
df 
 
SS 
 
MS 
 
F 
 
Respondent 
 
 
1 
 
9.678E-07 
 
9.678E-07 
 
.000 
Vignette 
 
1 1.498 1.498 19.019** 
Respondent X Vignette 
 
1 .502 .502 6.373* 
Within Cells 
 
154 12.130 7.877E-02  
      Total 158 58.864   
*p < .05, **p < .01 
Two conditions were established as criteria for meaningful differences between 
groups: (1) measures of effect size and (2) comparisons resulting in non-overlapping 95% 
confidence intervals. The goal of effect size measures is to quantify the magnitude of the 
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results in a way that is not influenced by sample size.  Additionally, use of confidence 
intervals for determining meaningful differences is encouraged to ensure robust analyses 
(Cumming & Finch, 2005). 
Figure 1  
Estimated Marginal Means of Proportion of Internal Attributions 
 
Figure 1 represents mean proportions of internal attributions for parents and 
teachers across the lower-education and higher-education vignette conditions. 
Specifically, within the figure, mean proportions are represented by the small circles. The 
horizontal lines extending above and below each small circle represent the 95% 
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confidence interval for that mean proportion.  The mean proportion of internal 
attributions for parents who read the lower-education vignette is .69, with a 95% 
confidence interval that extends below the mean proportion to a proportion of .598, and 
above the mean proportion to a proportion of .776.  The mean proportion of internal 
attributions for parents who read the higher-education vignette is .38, with a 95% 
confidence interval that extends below the mean proportion to a proportion of .291, and 
above the mean proportion to a proportion of .468.  For the teachers, the mean proportion 
of internal attributions of the lower-education vignette respondents is .57, with a 95% 
confidence interval that extends below the mean proportion to a proportion of .484, and 
above the mean proportion to a proportion of .664.  The mean proportion of internal 
attributions of the higher-education vignette respondents is .49, with a 95% confidence 
interval that extends below the mean proportion to a proportion of .407, and above the 
mean proportion to a proportion of .578.   
A statistical interpretation of the data becomes a matter of visually examining the 
confidence intervals for all parents and teachers across vignette conditions to see which 
intervals overlap and which ones do not. Those that overlap are not significantly different 
statistically, while those confidence intervals that do not overlap are significantly 
different from one another to a 95% certainty.  As seen above, the large gap between the 
parents who read the lower-education vignette (upper left bar) and parents who read the 
higher-education vignette (lower left bar) intervals represent a significant difference 
between groups.  Additionally, a significant difference is seen between the parents who 
read the lower-education vignette and teachers who read the higher-education vignette 
 
 
85
(far right bar).  Effect sizes, using Cohen’s d, for these two sets of significant group 
differences is .933 and .714, respectively.  Based on Cohen’s (1992) definition of a small 
effect size as 0.2 to 0.49, a medium effect size as 0.5 to 0.79, and a large effect size as 0.8 
and greater, these effect sizes are large and medium, respectively. 
Teacher and parent participants identified a total of 349 internal attributions and 
274 external attributions.   Overall, teachers and parents identified approximately the 
same number of internal and external attributions.  However, ANOVA results revealed 
that the proportion of internal attributions depended on both who the respondent was, 
teacher or parent, and which vignette condition they read, lower- or higher-education.  
There was a statistically significant difference between the proportion of internal 
attributions identified by parents who read the lower-education vignette and parents who 
read the higher-education vignette.  The difference between these two was considered to 
be large (effect size of .933).  There was also a statistically significant difference between 
the proportion of internal attributions identified by parents who read the lower-education 
vignette and teachers who read the higher-education vignette.  The difference between 
these two was considered to be medium (effect size of.714).     
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CHAPTER V 
DISCUSSION 
Three research questions were addressed in the study.  They were: 
1. To what do teachers and parents attribute perceived limited parental 
participation in specific parental involvement activities? 
2. Do teachers differ from parents in the causal attributions (internal vs external) 
that they make for perceived limited parental participation in specific parental 
involvement activities?  
3. Do parents and teachers differ in the internal attributions that they make about 
the perceived limited participation by lower-educated versus higher-educated 
parents in specific parental involvement activities? 
For purposes of measurement, the operational description of parental involvement 
was narrowed to include parental response to tutoring worksheets sent home with the 
child and parental attendance at school meetings scheduled with the teacher.  These 
activities of parental involvement are a part of most definitions of parental involvement 
and are easiest to isolate.   
Research Findings 
Research Question #1: To what do teachers and parents attribute perceived limited 
parental participation in specific parental involvement activities? 
Results of this study showed that parents and teachers identified a higher number 
of internal attributions (349) to explain the vignette mother’s limited participation in 
specific parental involvement activities than external attributions (274).  Eight distinct 
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categories identified an internal locus of causality, while seven categories identified an 
external locus of causality.  The majority of the internal attributions identified by parents 
and teachers were the mother’s views about the problem and involvement, the mother’s 
physical, emotional, and mental status, and the mother’s negative relationship with the 
school and teacher.  The majority of the external attributions identified had to do with the 
mother’s busy life.  
Several of the identified attributions for why the vignette mother was not involved 
in her child’s schooling were described by Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1995) in their 
model of three contributors to parents’ involvement. In regards to their first contributor, 
parent’s role construction, identified attributions included that the mother did not think 
her involvement was important and she thought it was the school’s responsibility. 
The second contributor, parents’ sense of efficacy for helping, is evident in the 
identified attributions that the vignette mother did not know how to help with the math.  
Finally, the third contributor is the parents’ perceived invitations for help from the 
school, teacher, and child.  In this study, life context attributions were also identified as 
possible reasons for the vignette mother’s low rate of involvement.   
Other attributions identified in this study do not appear to fit into any of these 
factors; however, they are important to consider.  Some participants thought that the 
mother’s internal beliefs included not caring, the problem was not as bad as it seemed, 
there was not a problem, or others should not tell her what to do.  Parental attitudes such 
as these have been identified as family factors influencing parent involvement (Smith et 
al., 1997). 
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The identified attributions were similar to the reasons for low rates of parental 
involvement in other studies.  For example, lack of parental skills and limited teacher 
knowledge about how to teach parents how to work with their children at home were 
cited as two possible reasons for low rates of parental involvement with their children’s 
math (Gal & Stoudt, 1995).  Parents’ and teachers’ reasons for a lack of parental 
involvement at a Title I Midwestern elementary school comprised of 60% African-
American children were parents’ views of involvement as unimportant or not following 
through with involvement tasks, conflicting views on who is responsible for helping the 
child, a negative relationship between families and schools, low parental education, lack 
of parenting skills, inflexible work schedules, and children not bringing materials home 
(Lawson, 2003).   Lack of childcare and transportation were more frequently identified as 
a barrier to involvement for parents of fourth grade children in a southeastern school 
district where parents believed that the school climate was negative (Smith et al., 1997). 
The causal attributions identified in this study are consistent with previous 
studies.  Other studies have identified contributors, reasons, and barriers to parental 
involvement.  This study attempted to conceptualize all these reasons, contributors, and 
barriers for low rates of specific parental involvement activities using attribution theory. 
Research Question #2: Do teachers differ from parents in the causal attributions 
(internal versus external) that they make for perceived limited parental participation in 
specific parental involvement activities?   
As you may recall, the “fundamental attribution error” is overestimating the 
influence of internal attributions on others and underestimating the influence of external 
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attributions (Martin, 1983).  Based on the “fundamental attribution error” (Kelley & 
Michela, 1980), it was hypothesized that teachers’ and parents’ causal attributions would 
differ, with teachers identifying a higher proportion of internal attributions about parents 
and parents identifying a higher proportion of external attributions.  This hypothesis was 
not supported.  The mean difference between the proportion of internal attributions for 
parents and teachers was .000.  Overall, teachers and parents made the same proportion 
of internal attributions about the mother in the vignette.  
This hypothesis may not have been supported because the “fundamental 
attribution error” may not be applicable to this particular situation.  First, it was expected 
that only teachers, not parents, would overestimate the influence of internal attributions 
and underestimate the influence of external attributions on the vignette mother’s limited 
participation in specific parental involvement activities.  It was assumed that the parent 
participants were a close enough approximation to the vignette mother that they would be 
judging themselves’.  However, the parent participants were not judging themselves, but 
instead were judging hypothetical parents.  The “fundamental attribution error” only 
applies when participants are judging themselves in addition to someone else.   
Second, participants in this study may be better able to identify with the vignette 
mother than participants in studies conducted 33 years ago.  Family cultures are different 
today than they were when Nisbett and colleagues (1973) first introduced the concept of 
the “fundamental attribution error.”  There are more working mothers, single-parent 
families, and more life contexts that produce more stress on a family.  Today, people in 
general may be more prone to understanding other’s perspectives.   
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Research Question #3: Do parents and teachers differ in the internal attributions that 
they make about the perceived limited participation by lower-educated versus higher-
educated parents in specific parental involvement activities? 
Parents and teachers in this study differed in the attributions that they made about 
the perceived limited participation by lower-educated versus higher-educated parents in 
specific parental involvement activities.  The results of the ANOVA showed a significant 
interaction for respondent and vignette education.  The difference between the proportion 
of internal attributions for the lower-educated mother and the proportion of internal 
attributions for the higher-educated mother was larger for parents (mean difference = .31) 
than for teachers (mean difference = .08).  This indicates that parents identified a 
significantly higher proportion of internal attributions than teachers did for the vignette 
mother who was a high school drop out relative to the vignette mother who had a college 
degree.  
Based on Caspe’s (2003) research on teachers’ understanding of families and 
attribution theory (Kelley & Michela, 1980), it was hypothesized that teachers would 
attribute perceived limited parental participation in specific parental involvement 
activities to reasons within the parent (internal causality) for lower-educated parents and 
to reasons outside the parent (external causality) for higher-educated parents.  Given the 
results of the analysis, this hypothesis was supported.  However, this was true for both 
teachers and parents.   Both teachers and parents identified a significantly higher 
proportion of internal attributions for the lower-educated mother than the higher-educated 
mother.  However, as the significant interaction indicates, the parent respondents showed 
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a greater, and significant, mean difference between the proportion of internal attributions 
for the lower-educated and higher-educated mothers than the teacher respondents.   
Again, considering the “fundamental attribution error” the opposite would be 
expected.  One would expect teacher participants to make more internal attributions for 
the lower-educated mother than parent participants.  However, as previously stated, 
parent participants were not judging themselves and may not have believed that the 
vignette mother was similar to themselves.  Therefore, the parent participants may tend to 
make more internal attributions to explain the negative behavior of someone else, in this 
case the vignette mother.   
Other researchers have shown that parents’ and teachers’ reasons for low rates of 
parental involvement have differed.  For example, low-income parents identified barriers 
to parental involvement that were external to them, such as the teacher not initiating 
communication and their children not bringing home flyers with opportunities for 
involvement (Lawson, 2003).  Teachers in the same study identified reasons that were 
internal to the low-income parents, such as lack of skill and low importance for 
education.  These teachers also acknowledged external reasons for employed parents, 
such as inflexible work schedules, but external reasons were not identified for 
unemployed parents. 
Limitations 
Design and Internal Validity 
The results of this study should be interpreted with the following cautions in 
mind.  A source of threat to internal validity is the reliability of measures and procedures.  
 
 
92
Parent and teacher respondents read a hypothetical vignette with limited information.  
Parental involvement of the vignette mothers was not fully described.  Parent 
involvement was defined as what parents do to enhance their children’s schooling success 
and strengthen the communication they have with their children’s school.  This definition 
encompassed home-based activities, school-based activities, and home-school 
collaboration.  Home-based involvement entails parenting activities, personal resources, 
learning at home, and cognitive-intellectual resources.   School-based involvement entails 
parents helping and supporting schools through volunteering in classrooms, attending 
sporting events and concerts, and helping with fundraising activities.  Finally, home-
school collaboration includes communication between home and school or parent and 
teacher (e.g., parent-teacher conferences), decision making (e.g., PTA/PTO), and school 
collaboration with the community (e.g., identifying services and resources for schools 
and families).  However, for measurement purposes, the operational description of 
parental involvement was narrowed to include parental response to tutoring worksheets 
sent home with the child and parental attendance at school meetings scheduled with the 
teacher.  This description is by no means comprehensive.  Limited ways that the vignette 
mother could have been involved were described but other ways that she may have been 
involved were not discussed.  Therefore, the participants’ understanding of “parental 
involvement” may have been vague.  This study assessed attributions based on the 
respondent’s perceptions of the vignette parent’s involvement activities.  Perhaps the 
results would be different if the description of parental involvement were broadened.  Of 
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additional importance is that parental involvement is not just about what parents do but 
also about the relationship between parents and school staff. 
Additionally, circumstances regarding the vignette family’s life were implied with 
a few descriptions and a picture of their home.  The mother in both vignettes was 
described as single.  A low socioeconomic status was implied in one of the vignettes with 
further description of the mother as never having graduated from high school, working as 
a housekeeper, and living in a small, one-story house.  A higher socioeconomic status 
was implied in the other vignette with the description of the mother as a college graduate, 
working as a lawyer, and living in a larger, two-story house.  It is possible that 
respondents made assumptions beyond the given information.   
Although this study intended to understand low rates of specific parental 
involvement activities from the perspective of parents, the method used may not have 
captured the parents’ perspectives about their own involvement.  It was assumed that 
parent respondents would identify with the vignette mother and write their reasons for 
low rates of involvement.  However, parent respondents were asked to provide reasons 
regarding someone else’s limited parental participation in specific parental involvement 
activities, not their own.   
Another source of threat to internal validity is selection.  Although the 
participants were randomly assigned to vignette groups, the sample only included parents 
who attended parent-teacher conferences.  This sample of parents may be a biased sample 
of parents.  It is possible that whatever prompted these parents to attend parent-teacher 
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conferences and complete the questionnaire, not the vignette itself, caused the observed 
proportion of internal attributions. 
External Validity and Generalizability 
The generalizability of the identified causal attributions for perceived limited 
parental participation in specific parental involvement activities may be limited.  First, 
participating schools were located in one city in the Midwest.  Second, the majority of the 
teachers were female (83%), Caucasian (86%), and teaching less than 10 years (60%).  
Third, the majority of the parents were mothers (77%), Caucasian (86%), and attended 
college (69%).  Finally, only English speaking parents and teachers were asked to 
participate.   
Analysis and Statistical Power 
 The sample size was analyzed to be appropriate for maintaining 88% power to 
detect a moderate effect size (Cohen’s f  = .25).  In fact, the difference between the mean 
proportion of internal attributions between parents who read the lower-education vignette 
and parents who read the higher-education vignette and teachers who read the higher-
education vignette was large (Cohen’s d = .933) and medium (Cohen’s d = .714), 
respectively.  However, given that the sample was predominantly Caucasian and female, 
it was not possible to analyze the data by respondent ethnicity or gender. 
Measurement 
 The Attribution Questionnaire is a researcher-created measure.  There is no 
known validity or reliability information outside of that collected in this study.  Nominal 
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data were used to categorize the vignette mother in a lower-education or higher-education 
group based on limited information.  Even though the method for coding the responses 
was developed from previous coding schemes, the method for parsing the responses into 
separate attributions was created by the researcher.  The coding of responses was piloted 
with undergraduate students working on teaching degrees rather than practicing teachers.  
Although the coding of responses was piloted by the researcher, the final vignette was 
not. 
General Implications of Findings 
Theoretical Implications 
The theoretical rationale for attributions regarding low rates of specific parental 
involvement activities has important implications for improving parental participation in 
children’s schooling.  The expected differences in causal attributions between parents and 
teachers were not found in this study.  The majority of attributions identified by both 
parents and teachers were internal.  Based on the “fundamental attribution error,” it was 
expected that teachers would make more internal attributions and parents would not.  
However, this was not the case.  In fact, parent participants identified a significantly 
higher proportion of internal attributions for the lower-educated vignette mother than any 
of the other scenarios.  Attribution theory could still provide an explanation for low rates 
of specific parental involvement activities in schooling and for strained parent/teacher 
relations if parents were judging their own behavior rather than that of hypothetical 
vignette parents. 
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Research Implications 
 The findings showed that parents and teachers in this study do make different 
attributions for perceived limited parental participation in specific parental involvement 
activities based on the education level achieved by the vignette mother and corresponding 
smaller or larger house lived in.  Therefore, continued research of causal attributions for 
low rates of specific parental involvement activities is important.  This research failed to 
find expected differences between parent and teacher participants’ causal attributions for 
the lower- versus higher-educated mother in the vignette.  This could be because a 
vignette was used instead of personal experience.  It is also possible that the picture of the 
mother’s house influenced responses.  Furthermore, it is possible that parents and 
teachers do not differ that much in their attributions.  Future researchers should assess 
attributions for low rates of specific parental involvement activities by asking parents, 
teachers, and students about actual involvement activities and frequencies rather than 
through the use of a hypothetical situation.   
Applied Implications 
Results of this study suggest that: (a) there are several possible attributions for  
limited parental participation in specific parental involvement activities, (b) some 
attributions may be circumstantial, whereas others may be personal characteristics, and 
(c) attributions made by parents and teachers can differ depending on the characteristics 
of the parents.  This study demonstrated that teachers and parents drew conclusions about 
limited parental participation in specific parental involvement activities based on very 
little information.  They attributed it to several internal and external reasons.  Internal 
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reasons included not caring, denying there was a problem, thinking it was the school’s 
responsibility, being tired or stressed, personal issues, being uncomfortable at the school, 
not knowing how to help, being embarrassed, lack of parenting skills, and a poor 
relationship with her child.  External reasons included having multiple responsibilities, 
being too busy with work and parenting, the child did not keep her informed, the school 
scheduled meeting times that were inconvenient, the teacher was negative, a lack of 
resources, poor relationships, and other adults not helping.  While some of these reasons 
may be accurate for some parents, other may be misunderstandings and inaccurate 
conclusions.   
The same may be true regarding the attributions parents believe.  Although this 
study’s results were not in the direction expected (that is parents did not identify a higher 
proportion of external attributions) it is possible that in some situations parents do 
attribute low rates of involvement to external factors.  For example, if parents believe that 
school staff are not scheduling meetings at convenient times or providing adequate 
information on how to help, they may place the blame for their children’s difficulties on 
school staff.  Consequently, they may leave it up to school staff to resolve the problem.   
These views may lead to strained relationships, conflict, and a lack of problem-
solving.  It is important for both teachers and parents to be aware of and understand what 
they, and each other, attribute low rates of specific parental involvement activities to.  
This will allow for an open discussion of factors contributing to low rates and how to 
overcome them, instead of placing blame and passing the buck.   
 
 
98
School psychologists can help foster greater levels of parental involvement by 
considering the aforementioned attributions when working with teachers and parents.  
School psychologists can lead efforts to find out what specific reasons prohibit, or may 
potentially prohibit, involvement by parents in their school and generate ideas on how to 
address those reasons.  One way this can be done is to form committees consisting of 
school staff and parents to survey parents and teachers, review data, inform teachers and 
parents of results to spark discussions, and formulate school- or class-wide plans to 
increase parent involvement. 
Future Directions 
 Further assessment is needed of the attributions held by parents, teachers, and 
students regarding parental involvement and family-school partnerships.  This could be 
done by replicating the current study with a more diverse sample.  For example, the 
recruitment of more male parents and teachers would allow for gender differences to be 
examined.  In addition, an ethnically-diverse sample would allow for the examination of 
varying attributions based on ethnicity.  Replications of the current study, using 
hypothetical vignettes and surveys of both involved and uninvolved parents, would also 
be useful.  This study was limited to parents attending parent-teacher conferences.  These 
parents could be considered involved to a certain extent.  A sample of parents that 
contained parents exhibiting varying levels of involvement may generate different results. 
Future researchers should examine similarities and differences in attributions of 
parents and teachers in different regions of the country, in areas where cultural values are 
prominent or of varying cultures, in public versus private schools, in schools with varying 
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philosophies and styles of teaching, in schools where more than one language is spoken, 
and in alternative schools, to name a few.  It is important for teachers, school 
administrators, and parents to be aware of the specific attributions that may be inhibiting 
parental involvement. 
 Future studies are needed to determine the most effective ways to measure 
attributions.  Devising new ways to measure attributions would be beneficial to determine 
if the method produces different results.  One way this could be done is by assessing 
attributions related to real situations, not hypothetical.   
 Of additional importance to research is defining a clear, specific, and ecological 
definition of parental involvement that encompasses school- and home-based activities as 
well as home-school collaboration.  Parental involvement is not just about what parents 
do, but also about the relationship between parents and school staff.  As evident from this 
dissertation’s review of the literature, the way that parental involvement is defined varies.  
Additionally, the operational description of parental involvement used in this study was 
very narrow.  If the operational description were broadened to encompass more actions, 
interactions, and processes, it is possible that more or fewer attributions would be 
generated, or the proportion of internal attributions would differ.  This is an important 
consideration for future researchers.  
 This study represented socioeconomic status with parents’ education level and 
occupation, along with a picture of the family’s house.  However, these variables alone 
do not capture a family’s social standing.  Significant differences were found between 
some of the respondents based on socioeconomic status, but would they have been found 
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if more information was given?  It will be important for future research to broaden the 
conceptualization and measurement of socioeconomic status.  Ideally, further research on 
attributions for low rates of specific parental involvement activities would lead to 
consistent findings that could generalize to several populations, ultimately increasing 
parental involvement and improving family-school relationships. 
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Variable Measure 
Number 
of 
Response 
options 
Nature 
of data 
Range 
 
Respondent 
  
2 
 
Nominal 
 
1 = Parent 
2 = Teacher 
Relationship to 
Student 
Demographic Information 3 Nominal 1 = Father 
2 = Mother 
3 = Other 
Parent 
Ethnicity 
Demographic Information 6 Nominal 1 = African American 
2 = Asian American 
3 = Latina/Latino 
4 = Native American 
5 = White/Caucasian 
6 = Mixed Ethnicity 
7 = Other 
Parent 
Education 
Level  
Demographic Information 3 Nominal  0 = High School dropout 
1 = High School Graduate 
or GED 
2 = Attended some 
college 
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3 = College Graduate 
Parent 
Profession  
Demographic Information   String  
Teacher Gender Demographic Information 2 Nominal 0 = Female 
1 = Male 
Teacher 
Ethnicity 
Demographic Information 6 Nominal 1 = African American 
2 = Asian American 
3 = Latina/Latino 
4 = Native American 
5 = White/Caucasian 
6 = Mixed Ethnicity 
7 = Other 
Teacher Grade 
Level 
Demographic Information 1 Nominal  
Number of 
Years Teaching 
Demographic Information 1 Ratio  
Is the Teacher a 
Parent? 
Demographic Information 2 Nominal 0 = No 
1 = Yes 
Age of 
Children 
Demographic Information 1 Nominal All children are: 
1 = 0 to 11 years old 
2 = 12 to 18 years old 
3 = 19 years old and 
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higher 
4 = 0 to 18 years old  
5 = 0 to 19 years old + 
Social Class of 
Vignette 
Mother 
Attribution Questionnaire 
Forms A and C are 
working-class and Forms 
B and D are middle-class 
2 Nominal 1 = Low-Education 
2 = High-Education 
Proportion of 
Internal 
Attributions 
Coded from Attribution 
Questionnaires 
All Forms 
 Ratio  
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Attribution Questionnaire 
Form A 2006 
 
Please read the following hypothetical situation: 
      Jamie, a third grade student, is not doing well in math.  The 
math teacher has told Jamie’s mother about her child’s difficulties 
in math.  The teacher has scheduled a couple of meetings to talk 
with Jamie’s mother, but both were cancelled at the last minute.  
Then, the math teacher sent some math worksheets home so that 
Jamie’s mother could tutor her child in the evenings.  However, 
the work was never done.  All the teacher knows about Jamie’s 
mother is that she is a single parent who works as a housekeeper at 
a nearby hotel.  Another teacher has told her that Jamie lives at 
101 Goldenrod Street, and that Jamie’s mother attended the same 
high school as the math teacher did but never graduated. 
   101 Goldenrod Street 
     What are the likely reasons why this mother was not coming to the teacher meetings or why 
the worksheets weren’t returned?   
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Attribution Questionnaire 
Form A 2006 
 
 
Relationship to student: 
  Father   _______ 
  Mother   _______ 
  Other (please specify):_________________ 
 
Ethnicity: African American ______ 
Asian American ______ 
  Latina/Latino  ______ 
  Native American ______ 
White/Caucasian ______ 
  Mixed Ethnicity ______ 
Other (please specify):_________________ 
 
Education: Did not finish High School   ______      
High School Graduate        ______      
Attended some college         ______ 
College Graduate        ______  
    
Profession: __________________________________________________________ 
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Attribution Questionnaire 
Form C 2006 
 
Please read the following hypothetical situation: 
      Jamie, a third grade student, is not doing well in math.  The 
math teacher has told Jamie’s mother about her child’s difficulties 
in math.  The teacher has scheduled a couple of meetings to talk 
with Jamie’s mother, but both were cancelled at the last minute.  
Then, the math teacher sent some math worksheets home so that 
Jamie’s mother could tutor her child in the evenings.  However, 
the work was never done.  All the teacher knows about Jamie’s 
mother is that she is a single parent who works as a housekeeper at 
a nearby hotel.  Another teacher has told her that Jamie lives at 
101 Goldenrod Street, and that Jamie’s mother attended the same 
high school as the math teacher did but never graduated. 
 
    101 Goldenrod Street 
     What are the likely reasons why this mother was not coming to the teacher meetings or why 
the worksheets weren’t returned?   
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Attribution Questionnaire 
Form C 2006 
 
 
Gender: Female   ______ 
  Male   ______ 
 
Ethnicity: African American ______ 
Asian American ______ 
  Latina/Latino  ______ 
  Native American ______ 
White/Caucasian ______ 
  Mixed Ethnicity ______ 
Other (please specify):_________________ 
   
Grade level you teach: ________ 
 
Number of years teaching: __________ 
 
Are you are parent? Yes_____ No_____ 
If Yes, ages of children:  ____________________ 
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Attribution Questionnaire 
Form B 2006 
 
Please read the following hypothetical situation: 
 
     Jamie, a third grade student, is not doing well in math.  The 
math teacher has told Jamie’s mother about her child’s difficulties 
in math.  The teacher has scheduled a couple of meetings to talk 
with Jamie’s mother, but both were cancelled at the last minute.  
Then, the math teacher sent some math worksheets home so that 
Jamie’s mother could tutor her child in the evenings.  However, 
the work was never done.  All the teacher knows about Jamie’s 
mother is that she is a single parent who is a lawyer.  Another 
teacher has told her that Jamie lives at 101 Goldenrod Street, and 
that Jamie’s mother graduated from the same college as the math 
teacher did. 
    101 Goldenrod Street 
     What are the likely reasons why this mother was not coming to the teacher meetings or why 
the worksheets weren’t returned?   
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Attribution Questionnaire 
Form B 2006 
 
 
Relationship to student: 
  Father   _______ 
  Mother   _______ 
  Other (please specify):_________________ 
 
Ethnicity: African American ______ 
Asian American ______ 
  Latina/Latino  ______ 
  Native American ______ 
White/Caucasian ______ 
  Mixed Ethnicity ______ 
Other (please specify):_________________ 
 
Education: Did not finish High School   ______      
High School Graduate        ______      
Attended some college          ______ 
College Graduate        ______  
    
Profession: __________________________________________________________ 
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Attribution Questionnaire 
Form D 2006 
 
 
Please read the following hypothetical situation: 
 
    Jamie, a third grade student, is not doing well in math.  The 
math teacher has told Jamie’s mother about her child’s difficulties 
in math.  The teacher has scheduled a couple of meetings to talk 
with Jamie’s mother, but both were cancelled at the last minute.  
Then, the math teacher sent some math worksheets home so that 
Jamie’s mother could tutor her child in the evenings.  However, 
the work was never done.  All the teacher knows about Jamie’s 
mother is that she is a single parent who is a lawyer.  Another 
teacher has told her that Jamie lives at 101 Goldenrod Street, and 
that Jamie’s mother graduated from the same college as the math 
teacher did. 
   101 Goldenrod Street 
     What are the likely reasons why this mother was not coming to the teacher meetings or why 
the worksheets weren’t returned?   
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Attribution Questionnaire 
Form D 2006 
 
 
Gender: Female   ______ 
  Male   ______ 
 
Ethnicity: African American ______ 
Asian American ______ 
  Latina/Latino  ______ 
  Native American ______ 
White/Caucasian ______ 
  Mixed Ethnicity ______ 
Other (please specify):_________________ 
   
Grade level you teach: ________ 
 
Number of years teaching: __________ 
 
Are you are parent? Yes_____ No_____ 
If Yes, ages of children:  ____________________ 
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These procedures were used in a pilot study with 19 pre-service teachers’ and 15 
parents’ responses.  Pre-service teachers and parents were randomly assigned to one of 
two conditions.  Half the pre-service teachers and half of the parents completed a 
questionnaire with a vignette describing a low-educated mother and the others completed 
a questionnaire with a vignette describing a high-educated mother. 
First, the investigator parsed each Attribution Questionnaire response into 
separate attributions.  Parents and pre-service teachers had listed responses in the format 
of bulleted lists, numbered lists, sentences, and paragraphs.  Separate attributions in each 
response were identified by periods, commas, ‘and’ and ‘or’ markers, line spaces, bullets, 
or numbers.  The investigator marked the beginning of each new attribution with a capital 
letter.   
Second, the investigator trained one graduate student to code the attributions as 
representing an internal or external locus of causality.  The investigator and graduate 
student separately coded the attributions in four questionnaires.  Agreement was 
calculated as the number of agreements of locus of causality over the possible number of 
agreements times 100.  Agreement for the training was calculated at 90% (19/21 
agreement).   
Third, the investigator and graduate student coded each attribution in the 
remaining 30 questionnaires as either an internal or external locus of causality.  
Agreement was calculated at 98% (60/61 agreement) for the pre-service teacher 
questionnaires and 91% (71/78 agreement) for the parent questionnaires. 
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